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Dedication
This study is dedicated to all the peace and social justice activists who have been,
now are, and are yet to be. For those who have been, know that your struggles were not
in vain for they bore fruit of which you never could have dreamed. For those currently in
the fray, know that the role you play in the continuum of creating peace and social justice
is honoring of those who have come before and critical for those yet to come. You, too,
may not see the fruits of your labors, yet you persist anyway. And, for those who are
contemplating joining this glorious community of activists, know that your participation
will feed your souls, lighten our hearts, and help us to keep going as your vitality and
exuberance will strengthen us. Take care of yourselves and enjoy a life-long
commitment of the highest order.
This study is further dedicated to all the women of the world, grandmothers,
mothers, daughters, sisters, aunties, and nieces who continue to live under oppressive and
abusive circumstances. In the face of such circumstances, you choose to challenge those
who would dehumanize you. With persistence and courage, with respect and dignity, you
stand up insisting on actualizing a just and peaceful world. We are all the better humans
because of you.
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Abstract
This dissertation is a mixed methods sequential study on the factors that sustain U.S.
women’s life-long peace and social justice activism. The specific cohort of women
sought for this study was those who entered their social justice activism during the late
1950s through the early 1970s and were active in the U.S. civil rights struggles, the antiVietnam war movement, or participated in the second phase of the women’s liberation
movement. Through utilizing a snowballing process, fifty-seven participants were
obtained for the quantitative survey phase of the study from which the ten participants
(five White, five women of Color) were selected for the qualitative or interview stage.
Based on the survey and interview data, four factors emerged as sustaining life-long
peace and social justice activism: historical perspective, relationships, gender and race,
and having a personal spiritual belief. The study also offers definitions for activist, social
justice, long-term (or life-long), explains how peace is looked at herein, and briefly
addresses adult development, feminist standpoint, and essentialist theories. This study
begins to fill the gap in research on social justice and peace activist by including women,
focusing on sustainability factors, and by extending the concept of life-long or long-term
activism. Further research opportunities are suggested as this study is an entry into the
subject matter, along with some suggestions to current and future peace and social justice
activists on how to sustain their activism for the long haul. The study concludes with
some personal reflections. The electronic version of this dissertation is at OhioLink ETD
Center, www.ohiolink.edu/etd.
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Chapter I: Introduction
The genesis for this study occurred in 2006 when I thought to write about a 40-year
friendship between three women and myself. We bonded during the late 1960s and early
1970s in California in the heat of the radical movements occurring at that time in the San
Francisco Bay area. We came from divergent backgrounds (native-born Filipina,
California-born African American/lesbian, New York-born woman of Jewish heritage, and
me from Irish/Polish heritage) and, through the years, we have gone through marriages,
child issues, career changes, and geographic relocation. When we meet, we pick up our
friendship as if no space has occurred since the last time we were together, even if there
had been a hiatus of years. I was curious about what kept us going as friends and as social
justice activists. Ensconced in the Ph.D. in Leadership and Change program, I understood
that our personal stories were perhaps interesting, but insufficient as a scholastic endeavor.
Holding on to the core question, for I believed it to have deeper meaning and be a
significant one, I expanded its scope to something much more scholastically relevant to
leadership and change. This dissertation is an exploration of the question of what sustains
women’s commitment (i.e., what keeps them going) as long-time activists in the areas of
peace and social justice action. The cohort studied were U.S. women who have been peace
and social justice activists for the past 40 or more years. I conducted a mixed method
sequential quantitative to qualitative study of this cohort. The study involved a snowball
methodology to secure participants, then surveyed 57 women activists of this generation,
and was followed by semi-structured interviews of 10 respondents.
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Why Focus on Women
My focus is on women because my search for scholarship on women’s
contributions and inclusion in the broad areas of change and leadership literature revealed a
significant under-representation (McKevitt, 2007a, 2007b). More specifically, a literature
search undertaken on women’s sustained activism in peace building revealed a similar
paucity of scholarly information (McKevitt, 2007). However, women have long histories
of actively engaging in change, social justice, and peace building efforts throughout the
world. Through narratives, case studies (Cockburn, 1998), autobiographies (Aptheker,
2006; Wilkerson, 2007), journal articles (Beardslee, 1983; Kovan & Dirkx, 2003), and by
way of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Hunt Alternative Fund, National
Committee on the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW, n.d.)) and other non-mainstream organizations (e.g., Women’s
International League for Peace and Freedom, Abuelas of Argentina, Women in Black,
Code Pink), we are exposed to details of how large contingencies of women have been and
continue to work toward peaceful and just resolutions to conflict.
The work that women have done around peace and justice, and continue to do, also
focuses on how to abate conflicts that result in war and violence, and how to actualize a
new partnership reality among the world’s inhabitants. Unfortunately, the voices and
experiences of women’s work in these areas are rarely recognized in the mainstream
literature on leadership (Bennis, 1993; Burns, 1978; Heifetz, 1994; Northouse, 1997) and
change (Greenleaf, 2002; Senge, 1994). The exclusion of women in the selected social
movement literature is relegated to a chapter on women's liberation and is virtually nonexistent within the larger narrative of the movements under discussion. Elaine Brown,
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Erika Huggins, Kathleen Cleaver, Dolores Huerta, Angela Davis, Shirley Chisholm,
Barbara Jordan, Fanny Lou Hamer, and Bettina Aptheker, if included, receive minimal
print space when the authors are citing examples of various aspects of movement actions
(Anderson, 1995; Farber, 1994a, 1994b; Gitlin, 1993).
Augmenting the decision to focus on women is my belief that for any social justice
change to happen, the experiences and wisdom of the marginalized must be included.
Survival and persistency strategies for marginalized people are different from those not
marginalized, if only because the former are denied access to the same level of resources
and power that the latter posses. Women, although numerically a majority, are a
marginalized group in the U.S. and throughout most of the world—politically, legally,
economically, and through formal religious institutions. A United Nations report finds that
“despite calls for gender and equality, women are significantly under-represented in
governments, political parties, and at the United Nations” (United Nations, 2000, para. 8).
In addition, women endure most of the dominator group’s decisions regarding war,
peace, and justice (Eisler as cited in Novick, 1988). For example, it is recognized
worldwide that the impact of war, in all of its manifestations, is more severe on women and
children than on men (see United Nations Security Council, 2000, “Resolution 1325”).
Yet, the majority of women worldwide are continually denied access to the decisionmaking conversations about whether and when to go to war and what constitutes justice
once the overt violence has abated. As Anderlini (2007) said, “the warmakers [virtually all
men] are still trusted to make the peace” (pp. 227-228).
In spite, or perhaps because, of women’s marginalization, many continue the work,
albeit many times outside of establishment venues, creatively building pockets of peace
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and justice. My belief is that the experiences of the marginalized should be included in the
conversation in understanding the sustaining elements that allow for persistence and
continuing commitment to peace and social justice activism.
Why Focus on Sustaining Lives of Activism
Creating social justice change takes commitment. For anyone interested in societal
change, it seems imperative that sustainability, or staying committed over the long haul, is
a crucial issue. The organizational change literature offers models of change relevant to a
bounded entity (the organization) containing a defined audience (the workers or members
within the organization, be they leaders or not). Kotter’s (1996) Leading Change, which
described eight steps for effective change, and Jacob’s (1997) Real Time Strategic Change,
as well as others (Heifetz, 1994; Rost, 1993; Senge, 1994), worked with similar confined
assumptions.
In the fields of peace and social justice, the elements to be changed are large. They
encompass a shift in a national culture, altering of national institutions, a realignment of a
country’s priorities and consciousness, and the creation of a different reality than currently
perceived by the masses. Unlike the slogan of the 1960s and early 1970s of “revolution in
our lifetime,” we need a long-term view. Loeb (2004), in his book The Impossible Will
Take a Little While, acknowledged the need to find that which can sustain us for this larger
than conventional organizational change effort.
History shows that the proverbial rock can be rolled, if not to the top of the
mountain, then at least to successive plateaus. And, more important, simply
pushing the rock in the right direction is cause for celebration. History also shows
that even seemingly miraculous advances are in fact the result of many people
taking small steps together over a long period of time. I decided to create this book
to remind readers that they belong to a community of like-minded souls stretching
across the globe and extending backward and forward in time. (p. 3)
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Historian Howard Zinn understood the need for sustainability and said as much in
his commencement speech in June, 2008 at Spelman College: “The lesson of . . . history is
that you must not despair, that if you are right, and you persist [emphasis added], things
will change” (para. 7). To hold on to that long view takes persistence and the ability to
sustain commitment. How do we do that? I believe the women who have been quietly
(and not so quietly) steady on this journey have answers that can benefit all.
A review of the scholarly literature on individuals’ sustained commitment to
peace/social justice activism revealed that women are marginalized. This dissertation can
begin to fill that gap. It will honor the women participants who agree to contribute to this
research by sharing their stories and bringing their experiences to light. It can also offer
guidance to others on how to persist for the long haul.
Why this Cohort of Women
The 1960s were a time of great social and political upheaval. People throughout the
world took to the streets to protest establishment methods and purposes that disadvantaged
many and benefited the few. Social unrest and a desire to transform the institutions and
culture within the United States were great. The troika of the Vietnam War (know as the
“American War” by the Vietnamese), the full blossoming of the civil rights movement in
the South, and the emergence of the second wave of the women’s movement woke many in
the United States to structural injustices within our culture. Motivated by this environment,
many (re)dedicated their attention to addressing those injustices and continue to do so into
the present.
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The war and baby boomer 1 generation has influenced U.S. culture as very few, if
any, generation ever has before. The implications of this population and generation are felt
daily. The most recent dramatic manifestation of the 1960s activism is the 2008
nomination of an African American for President of the United States by a major political
party. (The nomination of a woman for the vice presidential position of another major
political party was also historical.) The message of hope and the ability to create change
articulated in the campaign is one reminiscent of and similar to that felt by activists in the
1960s. There is a desire by a new generation to engage with that hope and a renewed
belief—alive 40 years ago—that we can make a difference in how our country is run.
Within this extraordinary generational cohort of 1960s and 1970s activists (who today are
in their 50s, 60s, and 70s), we find women who have stayed the course, continuing to work
for the realization of earlier dreams of peace and social justice. Hearing and learning what
has sustained them for this long challenge of engagement can add to the body of
knowledge within the change literature.
Purpose of the Study
The voices, experiences, and survival strategies of women who engaged in the
struggles of the 1960s and 1970s and continue to today have yet to be heard on the subject
of sustained engagement with activism. The purpose of this study is to discover what
themes of persistent engagement exist with this specific cohort of women. Specifically, I
want to know what maintains their engagement in activism over the long-term. Can the
factors and lessons that emerge from listening to this cohort help the next generation of
activists avoid burnout and discouragement to help them continue for the long-term? And
1

“War babies” were born during America’s engagement in World War II and thus, between the years of
1942-1945. The “baby boom” cohort, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (n.d.) includes people born
between the years 1946-1964.

7
can the lessons inform activists, who are change leaders, on how to attend to and care for
those in their spheres of influence? Will the themes that emerge from this research
contribute to an expanded understanding of current change and leadership models? While
the potential impact of my findings is unknown, it is my goal to contribute to the effort to
share knowledge with the next generation of women social justice activists.
Placement of the Researcher
The research topic for this dissertation has merit given the gap in the literature on
the factors that sustain U.S. women’s activism in peace/social justice movements over
time. It also resonates for me individually, for I am a woman who is part of the cohort I am
studying. I am a pragmatic feminist radical. I am a White woman, U.S. born, English
speaking, of a working class family of mixed parentage ethnicity (Irish Catholic/Polish
Jew), heterosexual, and now live a middle-class lifestyle. I was raised the daughter of
radical left-wing political activists. Through my parents, I acquired a left, counterhegemonic worldview and a social justice consciousness. This consciousness has informed
my life. It is how I see social and political relationships between individuals and among
groups and nations. My lens most often sees who is not included in any particular
conversation about power and policy, especially when decisions might have (un)intended
negative economic, social, or political repercussions. I have engaged in peace and social
justice work to greater and lesser degrees for almost five decades and continue to do so. I
come to the research with bias and a distinct point of view that, for all of America’s
incredible strengths, potential, and promise, it has disadvantaged large portions of its
citizenry based on social constructs such as class, race, and gender, among others.
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My first recollection of attending a demonstration was in 1959, when I was 14 years
old, standing in front of the United Nations building in New York City petitioning for the
releases of Morton Sobel, 2 a co-defendant of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. Executed in
1953, the Rosenbergs were accused and convicted of spying for the Soviet Union at the
height of McCarthyism and during the so-called Red Scare. Morton Sobel was jailed along
with the Rosenbergs in 1951 and received a 30-year prison sentence for his alleged
participation. My mother took me to the demonstration asking the world body to free him. 3
In high school, I was part of the boycott efforts against the segregated southern
Woolworth stores and participated in anti-nuclear activities. In 1966-1967 in Europe, I
protested American involvement in Vietnam, demonstrated against the Shah of Iran, and
worked with German SDS (Students for a Democratic Society) members. In 1968, 40
years ago as of this writing, I attended my first women’s consciousness raising group in
California and soon after joined what was then called a revolutionary organization,
dedicated to creating a more equitable and just society in the U.S. for all of its and the
world’s citizens.
Through marriage, child rearing, and divorce, through job firings and creating a
career and a viable livelihood to support my children, through leaving college and entering
graduate school 20 years later, and through arrests and disillusionment with the movement,
I remained engaged in peace and social justice activism to one degree or another.
Moreover, I continue to do so today. The intensity of my activism has changed, as have
some of my methods. However, my commitment and the need to be engaged in peace and
social justice activism have not. Something keeps me going. I do not know what it is. I
2
3

The spelling of this last name is inconsistent—it is at times spelled as Sobel and other times as Sobell.
Released in 1969, as of this writing, Mr. Sobel lives in the Bronx in New York City.
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am incredibly curious as to what other women in my generational cohort have to say about
what keeps them going. In doing so, I found part of that answer for myself.
Scope, Delimitations, and Ethical Considerations
The scope of this research is on women whose engagement with peace and social
justice activism has spanned 30 to 40 years starting in the early 1960s and 1970s while
participating in the U.S. civil rights, anti-Vietnam war, and/or women’s liberation
movements. Focusing on women throughout the world would introduce so many divergent
cultural and historical influences that it would make the development of an analysis too
unwieldy for this study. I hope to achieve greater understanding of the factors that sustain
women activists and to surface that which is clearly articulated and that which might lie
below the surface. Having a U.S. context will help ensure a nuanced understanding and
interpretation of the data even though there will be different participant experiences within
that U.S. context. To ensure a level of clarity, I will engage in member checking of the
interviews, which I explain more completely in Chapter III.
As rational as the scope to study only U.S. women is, it also presents a limitation on
the transferability of any findings that emerge from the research. Understanding what
sustains U.S. women, given the peculiarities of our country’s culture, history, and sociopolitical context, does not necessarily apply to women activists in other countries and
cultures. Thus, my findings will have limited generalizability but, as with much research
that is cohort specific, the reader must determine its larger relevance.
I am also only studying one particular generational cohort of women. My work will
not focus on the experiences of women of previous generations, who may be different in
factors that sustain them. The rationale for studying this particular generation of women is
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both personally (it is my cohort) and politically motivated. As mentioned above, the 1960s
and 1970s were a time of great social and political upheaval. Social unrest and a desire to
transform the institutions and culture within the United States were great. Motivated by
this activists’ environment, many (re)dedicated their attention to addressing those injustices
and continue to do so into the present. It is also a cohort that is demographically larger
than others, 4 and whose impact on American culture has been, and continues to be,
enormous.
The 1960s and into the first half of the 1970s have been studied and written about
extensively, by those who both extol and lament the changes that occurred. What remains
undisputed, however, is that the events of those times were momentous. As Unger and
Unger (1998) stated:
The sixties delegitimized all sources of authority-governments, universities,
parents, critics, experts, employers, the police, families, the military. In this
decade’s wake, all hierarchical structures became more pliant, all judgments and
critical evaluations and “cannons” less definitive and acceptable. The decade also
witnessed the “liberation” of whole categories of people who had previously been
penalized for their race, age, physical fitness, gender, or sexual preference. (p. 1)
The 1960s “produced what some have called the ‘culture wars’ . . . which today still tear at
the nation’s social fabric” (Farber, 1994b, p. 4). Witness the 2008 Democratic and
Republican conventions as examples with what I see as the former calling for a resurgence
and continuation of the social justice agenda of the 1960s and the latter calling for a return
to the Christian fundamentalism of the 1950s. Alternatively, as Deepak Chopra said:
Obama . . . is calling for us to reach for our higher selves. Governor Palin is a
woman and a reactionary at the same time. She can add mom to apple pie on her
resume, while blithely reversing 40 years of feminist progress. The Republicans
have won multiple national elections by raising shadow issues based on fear,

4

“The postwar baby boom had created a youth population larger in proportion to the population as a whole
than any since the previous century” (Unger & Unger, 1998, p. 8).
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rejection, hostility to change, and narrow-mindedness. (personal communication,
December 2, 2008)
In the introduction to his 1994a book, The Sixties: From Memory to History, David
Farber wrote:
As a result of what America did in the sixties, the United States changed
dramatically. Equal opportunity became far more possible, foreign policy again
was openly debated, freedom of expression exploded. America became a far more
inclusive society, and social justice became a national priority. (p. 5)
Gitlin (1993) addressed the impact of the 1960s in four categories: “social equality (race,
gender, sexuality); wide-open ‘life-styles’ (sex, drugs, rock ‘n’ roll); the limitation of
national violence and the care of the earth; and the spread of democratic activity” (p. xv).
On the front of social justice, the civil rights movement dominates, with all of its
much longed for and needed advancements toward equality and its subsequent “ensu[ing
White] racial panic” (Gitlin, 1993, p. xvi) still confronting us today. Barack Obama’s
nomination for the Presidency of the Democratic party ticket in August of 2008 and his
subsequent election to that position is a testament to how momentously America has
shifted its relationship to race since its segregated Army fought in WWII. Gitlin (1993)
credited the women’s movement of the 1960s as having “brok[en] down so many barriers
as to have transformed American social relations beyond recognition” (p. xvii). 5 Although
America is embroiled in two foreign wars with “no direction home” (Dylan, 1965, song
lyrics), analogies to the quagmire of the Vietnam war and the social, political, and
economic upheaval it produced, haunts and is contained in much of today’s political
discussion.

5

I discuss the women’s movement in more depth in Chapter II.
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Of great significance was the level of citizen participation during the 1960s and
1970s. “The principle of direct citizen action has become normal” (Gitlin, 1993, p. xvi).
The ability of everyday people to express their desires in the public forum is one of the
great achievements of the 1960s, for it pulled a nation out of the fear of citizen protest
brought on by the Cold War terror and McCarthyism of the 1950s.
For all of the activism that occurred, it is vital to understand it was not left solely in
the hands of men. Women were powerful agents of change during these times and
continue to be so today. However, as mentioned previously, there is a gap in the
scholarship about their role and participation. Gitlin (1993), for example, did not address
women’s contributions to the Black Panther Party and only referenced Kathleen Cleaver,
the Communications Secretary, once and that was to quote her but not speak to her role in
the party. Gitlin’s references to Panther leadership focused on the men, relegating Erika
Huggins and Elaine Brown invisible (p. 350). A similar male-based rendition of this
history appeared in Farber (1994b, pp. 206-209). Anderson (1995) dedicated some pages
to the United Farm Workers with a focus on Cesar Chaves, devoting one sentence to
Dolores Huerta, the Vice President of the Union (p. 304).
Missing entirely from the aforementioned texts is mention of Angela Davis, one of
the most prominent figures of the 1970s. Davis attracted world-wide attention and support
in her legal battles to avoid the death penalty stemming from charges levied against her in
relation to a failed attempt at the Marin County Court House in California to secure
“Soledad Brother” author and inmate George Jackson’s freedom. During that attempt,
George’s brother, Jonathan, 17 years-old and a member of the Black Panther Party, was
killed as were two other men, James McClain and William Christmas (Davis, 1988). Davis
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was “wanted on charges of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy” (Davis 1988, p. 11) and,
after a two-year legal defense, was acquitted of all charges. This was a very high profile
case yet, to read the cited histories of the movement, one cannot find it contained in the
text—it is as if it never happened.
Because this cohort was and continues to be so influential, it is important to capture
the wisdom of women peace and social justice activists to pass on to the next generation.
As one potential participant for this study so clearly stated in her reply email, “Check it out
. . . a woman wants to study long-term activists before we all kick the bucket! Remember
that every time someone writes down our names, our herstory is made more secure.”
Intergenerational conversations on issues of social justice are important. Left without the
wisdom of our predecessors, we are prone to reinventing the wheel each time we enter a
change effort. Although illuminating for the new activists, re-learning existing lessons can
hold back the rate of progress. By identifying the factors of sustainability, we elders can
support and perhaps help the next generation’s efforts to hold on for the long haul.
Ethical Considerations
The very nature of activism is to stand up and confront some aspect of the status
quo. Confrontation takes many forms including verbal and physical, nonviolent and
violent, reactive and proactive. Having protested in various ways over the past 40 and
more years, I am sensitive to the fact that participants might be reluctant to share certain
experiences. In addition, I am a White, heterosexual woman doctoral student asking
women of Color and women of a different sexual identity to trust and talk with me.
Creating as safe an environment as possible is of great concern.

14
Guidance comes from Renzetti and Lee in their 1992 book titled Researching
Sensitive Topics. Although the threat level in their definition of a sensitive topic is greater
than what this study entails, it reminds me to be aware of its existence. When assessing
risk to the participant, which is another way of framing threat, my primary concern is for
their emotional well-being during and after the interviews. IRB and consent forms, as with
any ethical research, will address naming and how I plan to attend to the risk. However,
Edwards (as cited in Renzetti & Lee, 1992) presented some additional thoughts.
Edwards (as cited in Renzetti & Lee, 1992) named three considerations that
feminist research tends to consider: 6 addressing women’s lives in their own terms,
providing an explanation of their lives that is useful to them (a benefit), and the location of
the researcher in the process. The latter concept is further defined as “double subjectivity”
(p. 185), acknowledging the subjectivity of the participant and that of the researcher. That
is, “the researcher is a ‘variable’ in the interview process” (p. 185). Edwards revealed
details of her life relevant to the more personal aspects of the subject matter of her
research, which allowed participants to see her in ways that traditional researchers tend not
to do. She did this at the end of her research. I plan to do it at the beginning. The
interview protocol (see Appendix A) includes semi-structured questions, thus keeping the
conversation going in a direction that allows themes to emerge rather than the life story of
each participant.
My own caution is to keep my story from interfering with the participant’s narrative
even as I share it. Included in the interview protocol is a prompt at the end of the interview
inviting the participant to add any comments about anything they felt I failed to mention.

6

I use the word tends here as “most writers on feminist research issues agree that there is no one method that
can be termed the feminist methodology” (Edwards as cited in Renzetti & Lee, 1992, p. 183).
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Additionally, I have a check-in protocol asking how she felt about the interview and an
expression of my intent of leaving her uplifted and pleased knowing she has added to the
scholarship on women’s long-term peace and social justice activism.
I am sensitive to and aware that the 1960s and 1970s were volatile times for many
activists. 7 It is very likely that some or many participants involved in this study engaged in
activities the state considered illegal. Mass arrests occurred frequently. Thousands of
nonviolent demonstrators were arrested during civil rights marches and protests. Hundreds
of arrests occurred at the 1968 Democratic convention. Arrests due to street
demonstrations against the Vietnam War and the occupation of buildings at institutions of
higher education were common in the 1960s and early 1970s. Firing of organizers from
employment and, at times, being blacklisted out of whole industries were frequent. There
were times when agents of the state infiltrated protest groups and acted as provocateurs
resulting in violence including death for some activists and incarceration for many. Some
participants in this study may have been members of organizations, such as the Weather
Underground, the Young Lords, the Black Panther Party, they may have changed identities,
lived secret lives due to their sexual identity, and, in other ways, have histories that this
research will ask them to recall and share.
Recalling past activism can be empowering, as well as disquieting. As Anderson
(1995), Aptheker (2006), Downton and Wehr (1997), Gitlin (1993), Jones (2007), Parks
Daloz, Keen, Keen, and Daloz Parks (1996), Rettig (2006), and Wilkerson (2007) told us,
the emotional surge of the 1960s and 1970s left many people physically and emotionally
7

As were, to a lesser degree, times in the early 2000s. For example, there were the worldwide protests
against the policies of the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) toward developing nations and the protests
against the School of the Americas based at Fort Benning, Georgia. In addition, there were the massive
demonstrations against the wars of Afghanistan and Iraq and the tear-gassing and arrests of hundreds of
peaceful demonstrators at the 2008 Republican National Convention in Saint Paul, MN.

16
wounded. Although not deterred by those experiences for, by definition, the women of this
study have continued their activism, recalling times of turmoil can be emotionally
troubling.
The foremost responsibility of the researcher is to do no harm. Recalling one’s
activist past has that potential. In addition to sharing my own history, including my race,
class, and political orientation, it was made very clear to all who partook in this research
that, at any time she should feel free to only share what she is comfortable sharing,
including not responding to a particular question at all. Rigorously adhered to and
thoroughly explained were the assurance of confidentiality and the process of retaining and
securing documentation that is participant identifiable in accordance with all human
research protocols.
Preview of Dissertation Chapters
Chapter I was the introduction and presented an overview to the path of this study.
Chapter II identifies the major streams of thought, or themes, used in this dissertation study
and reviews the literature currently available on those themes. A review of the literature on
how scholars have defined activism, social justice, peace, and how this study defines it is
covered. Reviewed is the literature defining the constructs of long-term and
persistence/sustainability, and there is a succinct review of the literature on adult
development for purposes of understanding maturation and activism. Essentialism and
standpoint theory are briefly explored along with their relevance to this study. Finally,
there is a review of the importance and lasting impact of this particular cohort in time
whose activism was spurred by the events of the1960s and 1970s in U.S. history relative to
peace and social justice activism.
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When reviewing all of the above, a critical eye focused on the inclusion and
discussion of the role of women in the research. My initial foray into some of the
scholarship cited above revealed the paucity of women-centered research, which only
added support to the relevance and the filling of the particular gap this dissertation offers.
Chapter III describes the methodology used to do the study. Included is the
rationale, supported by relevant scholarship, for the method chosen and its congruence to
the topic. It is a mixed methods approach, that is, a quantitative-qualitative explanatory
sequential method utilizing a quantitative method via a survey document to gather initial
data from 57 U.S. women peace and social justice activists.
Analysis of the survey results informed the focus for the second phase of the data
gathered, which consisted of conducting semi-structured interviews of a sub-set of 10
participants. Selection criteria included race, geographic locale, type of current activism,
and differing responses to factors that sustain. Potential secondary selection criteria were
economic status and education, however these secondary criteria were not needed to find
the participants. The style of the interview included elements used and discussed by
Merriam (1998), Stake (1995), and Yin (2004). Although not engaging in case studies for
this research, the aspects of selection, interviewing, and analysis offered by the above-cited
authors informed my research. I looked for themes that emerged from participant
interviews, for I was interested in answering my question of inquiry, not in detailing the
stories of the participants themselves. In particular, the study focused on what sustains
these women through the hardships and doubts over a lifetime.
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Chapter IV is the analysis of the survey data. It summarizes the findings in a
quantitative format completed with a narrative of how the results were used to identify the
participants for the second phase semi-structured interviews.
Chapter V is an in-depth analysis of the semi-structured interviews. Themes that
emerged from the interviews are identified—some of which were first signaled in the
literature review or in the survey.
Chapter VI makes meaning of the data related to my question of what sustains this
generation of women’s peace and justice activism over the long term. I explore the
implications of this study’s findings for the work of leading change, particularly
emphasizing the implications of the findings for the current and future generations of peace
and social justice activists. Finally, I highlight how these findings grow the scholarship on
the issue of what sustains women’s long-term peace and social justice activism and offer
some thoughts for future research.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
This chapter explores the scholarly literature relevant to this study’s focus. It
tackles the essential components of this dissertation’s study of the sustainability of
women’s long-term engagement with peace and justice activism. Thus, it looks at
activism, peace, and social justice; it attempts to draw relevant framing from adult
development theory; and it touches briefly on the concept of essentialism and standpoint
theory. At its core, this chapter draws from this review to develop definitions of
terminology that is used in the dissertation study.
This literature review is structured around the major concepts and presents what has
been found in the scholarship. In some instances, what has not been found is more telling.
At the section’s conclusion, working definitions are offered that set the parameters for this
study.
Activist/Activism
Arriving at a working definition of activism is at the core of this study exploring
women’s long-term commitment to such behaviors. First, the standard definitions miss
much of what this research addresses. For example, the standard definition found in the
Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics (2003), defined an activist as:
One who takes an active part, usually as a volunteer, in a political party or interest
group. Because activism is costly, activists are unusual people. Either they enjoy
political activity for its own sake, or they have off-median views which give them
an incentive to pull the party or interest group towards the position they favour,
rather than the position it would take to maximize its vote or influence. (p. 2)
Another standard definition, found in the internet encyclopedia, Wikipedia (2008), defined
activism “in a general sense, [activism] can be described as intentional action to bring
about social or political change. This action is in support of, or opposition to, one side of
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an often controversial argument.” In both of these standard definitions, what are missing
are the concepts of private activism as described by Trebilcot (1986) and the concept of
care brought by Gilligan (1982) and Miller (1986) to expands the definition of activism.
Scholarly definitions of activist and activism also revealed little. One constraint to
those definitions that do exist and their applicability to this study is that much of the
literature is limited to a small sector of the population, that being students (e.g.,
Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981; Braungart & Braungart; 1974). Another collection of the
literature defines activism by the type of activity (Fendrich, 1974); and still another cluster
of literature defines it by association with a particular organization (e.g., Gaarder, 2007;
Green, 2003). Finally, feminist scholars have broadened the approach and provided a more
inclusive definition that is closer to the one being used in this study and will be discussed
shortly.
Activism defined by student cohort. Although there is much information
available on the topic of activist or activism, most of the studies focus on the student
activism of the1960s and 1970s (Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981; Braungart & Braungart,
1974; Fendrich, 1974, 1977; Fendrich & Lovoy, 1988; Flacks, 1967; Stewart, Settles, &
Winter, 1998). Rarely do these sources provide an actual definition of the concept
(Croteau, Haynes, & Ryan, 2005).
The importance of students to activism is highlighted in Peters (as cited in Croteau
et al., 2005), “the student movement is essential as a radical, and at times, revolutionary
force in society [for] the university is a central cultivator and disseminator of the ideology
of dominance” (p. 46). Using student activists makes sense as this period of history saw an
engagement of students in activism more so than any other time in recent history. The
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prosperity of the after WWII era, coupled with the large cohort of baby-boom children
coming of age in the early 1960s enabled more young people to access higher education
than ever before in American history. With such exposure came an expanded
understanding of the current events nationally and globally. It is this consciousness that
many scholars attribute to the participation of students in the civil rights movement, the
anti-Vietnam War movement, and, later, the women’s movement—although each of these
had their adult predecessors, leaders, mentors, and contributors (Anderson, 1995; Croteau
et al., 2005; Farber, 1994a, 1994b; Gitlin, 1993; Unger & Unger, 1998). The “modern
social movement scholarship,” according to Croteau et al. (2005), “began in the 1970s in
part because of [the] close interaction between scholars and movement activists. University
campuses were the home base of many people active in the civil rights, student, antiwar,
and women’s movements” (p. xi).
Activist by association with an organization. Another way in which literature
about activism is clustered relates to the nature of the organization to which activists
belong. Gaarder (2007), for example, in her illuminating article, “Risk & Reward: The
Impact of Animal Rights Activism on Women,” described the emotional changes the
women experienced. However, Gaader did not define what she meant by the terms activist
or activism. Participants were selected by going to an animal rights organization and using
a snowballing method to find additional participants. Thus, the author assumed that
membership in an organization was sufficient to consider one an activist based on the
mission of that organization—in this instance, working for animal rights. The snowballing
method meant she further relied upon those organizational participants to suggest others for
her study. Gaader was, therefore, accepting other people’s concepts of what constituted an
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activist, with no ability on her part to frame or control who the respondents might be.
Therefore, it was likely many differing concepts of activist and activism were included in
her study. Throughout the article there are examples of how the women behaved “by
participat[ing] in a variety of activities—from protests to publicity drives to the direct care
of abused or abandoned animals” (p. 7), leaving the reader to infer that those activities all
fell under a definition of activism. Gaarder asked “why some people become engaged in
non-conventional, sometimes risky activity [that might include] challenges to hegemony”
(p. 2). Those descriptors could be included in a definition; however, the author left that to
the reader to determine.
Another activist-by-organization study is that of Green (2003) in his article, “A
Liberal Dynamo: The Political Activism of the Unitarian-Universalist Clergy,” that
explored the political activism of Unitarian-Universalist Church clergy. It identified 27
activities, which Green listed in his mail survey to 1,011 clergy and generated 488
responses. Activities included voting, running for public office, writing a letter to the
editor, boycotting a product, preaching a whole sermon on an issue, and participating in a
protest march. Some of the activities are those one might expect to be engaged in by an
average citizen in a democracy (e.g., making a campaign contribution or voting) and some
could be viewed as questioning and, perhaps, protesting against the establishment (e.g.,
boycotting, marching). It is, therefore, difficult to discern what a definition of
activist/activism would be in this context that could distinguish an activist from a nonactivist engaging in these behaviors. Given the history of the UU Church, founded on
protest and a belief in social justice, it appears that the norm for the clergy was to, in some
way, be engaged in the social dialog in an attempt to bring attention to and potentially
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affect change in social conditions that related to peoples’ freedom and acquisition of the
essentials of life.
Green (2003) did make distinctions between those activities that sparked little
controversy and required little effort on the part of participants from those that were more
demanding and controversial. He further detailed the factors that influenced activism,
examining campaigners, protestors, contactors, educators, and observers. However, under
such a broad umbrella, it seems that by being associated with the UU Church in and of
itself carries a presumption that any level of engagement with the larger world as it relates
to politics equals activism. Thus, Gaarder (2007) and Green (2003) appeared to see
membership in an organization that represents engagement with social concerns as a
method to ascribe the concepts of activist/activism to its members.
In more than a few studies (Fendrich, 1977; Jennings, 1987; Oskamp, Bordin, &
Edwards, 1992), being a member of an organization or affiliating with a movement
revolving around events in history (e.g., civil rights, women’s rights, or anti-war beliefs)
are used by researchers to define an activist. As stated above, rarely was there a direct
discussion or definition of what constituted an activist. Research on activists in the 1960s
generally started with the assumption that their participants were activists if they somehow
aligned with the civil rights, women’s liberation, or anti-war movements with no clear
explanation of any particular action. The literature that approached a definition of activism
by association with an organization was incomplete because it did not determine the
behavior or role that members of these organizations involved themselves in, and in some
instances, were inclusive of behaviors (e.g., voting or writing a letter to the editor of a local
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paper) that many people in the United States do, yet would never consider themselves nor
be considered by others to be activists.
Activism behavior by political involvement scale. Another way in which
literature on activism is clustered is focused around the behavior and activities themselves.
Fendrich (1974), for example, created a measurement scale consisting of five items of
political behavior to identify the level of engagement of White students 10 years after their
involvement in “direct action by marching and picketing to desegregate lunch counters in
the 1960 and desegregate movie theaters and restaurants in 1965” (p. 104). Of the five
factors, three consisted of general mainstream political activity (following political events
in the media, voting, and engaging in political organizing work in programs and
campaigns). The remaining two were participating in political demonstrations and
participating in any form of illegal political activity. In reading Fendrich’s study, one can
see that the definition of an activist shifted from the one used in the original selection of the
cohort studied and those political activities used to measure the same cohort members 10
years later.
Abramowitz and Nassi (1981), like Fendrich (1974), used the Activity-Actual
subscale of Kerpelman’s (as cited in Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981) Political Activity Scale to
measure political involvement of their study participants. This scale was designed to
differentiate the types of activities in which 1960s’ activists participated as a way to
measure past behavior’s impact on later political engagement. In addition to Kerpelman’s
scale, Fendrich also developed a Protest Behavior scale to measure protest behavior and
utilized a 14-item radicalism-conservatism Likert scale developed by Nettler and Huffman
(as cited in Fendrich, 1974) to measure radicals’ attitudes. The scales were used as a way
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to quantify impact and to offer data to help discern whether activists were keeping the faith
(a phrase used by both Abramowitz & Nassi and Fendrich in their respective articles) or
otherwise shifting their political beliefs as they aged. Within the scales used, the behaviors
ranged from reading political books and magazines to participation in a demonstration.
Some of the activities are those that mainstream members of a democratic society would
participate in, yet not necessarily earn recognition as an activist as being used in this study.
Interestingly, the results of those studies indicated that students who participated in
activism (however defined) held to their social justice beliefs and continued to act
(Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981; Fendrich, 1974).
The literature that approached a definition activism by political activity provides a
way to measure behavior and how earlier political engagement impacted participants lives
years later. However, this approach does little to provide a clear definition of what
constitutes activism or what the criteria are to be considered an activist.
Activism defined. There were a few instances of scholarship in this review in
which activism is defined directly by defining an activist. For example, Braungart and
Braungart (1990) looked at left and right wing youth activists using a life-course
development model, which included three factors the authors looked at in their research:
life cycles, socialization, and political generations (p. 243). Some specifics were offered to
explain why participants were chosen based on their activism. In this particular study, all
participants were leaders 8 in one of two organizations, Students for a Democratic Society
(SDS) or the Young Americans for Freedom (YAF). The participants selected for their
study were the founding members or elected officials, and were active in planning actions

8

“Leadership was defined on the basis of occupying a formal position, such as an officer of SDS or YAF,
having extensive organization responsibility, and reputation” (Braungart & Braungart, 1990, p. 253).
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that promoted their respective organizations purposes (p. 245). By defining their role as
either founding members or planers of actions, Braungart and Braungart offered a concept
of activism.
Croteau et al. (2005) co-edited a book, Rhyming Hope and History: Activists,
Academics, and Social Movement Scholarship, devoted to the issue of social movement
scholarship, activists, and academics. There are many references to activism, but only one
citation in the index that actually defines activism (and thus, an activist). It is in Peters’
(2005) included essay “Knowing What’s Wrong is Not Enough: Creating Strategy and
Vision.” Specifically, she stated “real activism means actually taking on an organizing
challenge yourself, working collectively with others, and doing the slow, plodding, tedious
work of bringing people together to make change” (p. 46). This definition grew out of a
concern for the gap she perceived in the scholar/activist link relative to social movement
scholarship that was strong during the 1970s. While there is much to Peters’ definition, the
idea that one must work collectively with others and bring people together as a definition
of an activist needs expanding, for there are types of activism that can be solitary (e.g.,
standing for peace) or private (e.g., living off the grid) and may or may not have a goal of
bringing people together.
Although there was a close connection between scholars and student activists in the
1970s, Croteau et al. (2005) stated “the links between movement scholars and movement
activists have dramatically weakened . . . [and it is this] . . . scholar-activist connection” (p.
xi) with which they are concerned. Sociologist Richard Flacks (2005), offered a definition
of an activist via specific characteristics: “they are people whose actions are not
interpretable simply in terms of situation; they are people who act against institutionalized
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expectations, accepted belief, conventional values, and goals” (p. 11). 9 This definition
begins to address the complexity of activism in ways that are useful for this current study
because it brings to the fore the need to act in ways that challenge the status quo, one of the
characteristics of my definition.
Feminist concept of activism. To round out this review of literature concerned
with the definition of activism, we must make note of the contribution of feminist scholars.
An exception to the limited clusters discussed thus far—either non-defined by
organization/movement association or by behavior—Trebilcot (1986) introduced the
gendered (heteropatriarchal) assumption behind conventional definitions of activism. She
stated:
In male-thought, it is assumed that there is a fixed amount of power in a particular
situation. Hence, activism is understood by men as aimed at a redistribution of
power (as distinct from the creation of new power) and as essentially adversarial.
In this context, the essence of activism is to persuade those in power that they
morally (i.e., because it is right) or prudentially (i.e., because it is in their interest)
ought to change their behavior. Paradigm cases of activism include demonstrations,
letter-writing campaigns, and guerrilla actions. 10 (p. 82)
What Trebilcot said is missing from the heteropatriarchal construct are “two central kinds
of feminist activism: separatist and private activism” (p. 82). The former is when activists
construct new and different methods of changing the distribution of power, not necessarily
by confrontation, but by separating, which allows women to have power over themselves.
By having power over self, the ability of someone else (in this instance, men or patriarchy)

9

Flacks (2005) was also curious about lifetime commitment of activists and offers that “this question is
particularly challenging in postmodernity. The usual expectations that ideological or religious conviction
and/or strong identity or special qualities of courage or fanaticism can explain long-term commitment no
longer hold” (p. 12). Staying with his theme of wishing to bridge the gap between activists and academics, he
stated that looking into what enables a person to maintain an activist’s life over the long term “is a theme that
seems ripe for systematic sociological mining” (p. 12).
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Although not stated, I am reading into and it seems logical to assume that her definition of an activist
would be someone who participated in the types of activism described.
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to have power over one is reduced. Thus, there is not a “taking from,” which is historically
adversarial and congruent with the male model.
Trebilcot (1986) also wrote that feminist activism includes being private. In the
male model, because the act of taking power is confrontational and adversarial, it is
“essentially a public activity in the sense that it is directed outside of one’s own group” (p.
83). The intention of the action is “to communicate across the gap from one’s self or one’s
own group to those who are essentially different because they have power” (p. 83).
However, one of the core themes that emerged from the women’s liberation movement is
that the personal is political and the personal can be very private. Trebilcot offered
examples of “thinking, talking, loving, making a garden, making art, [as ways that] change
heteropatriarchal distributions of power insofar as they embody feminist consciousness
[and] are women-centered” (p. 83). These actions, which actually challenge the status quo
albeit in non-confrontational ways, should be considered activism, and are missing from
the definitions discussed thus far.
Understanding the need for some joining of the existing and new definition of
activism, Trebilcot (1986) offered a new concept of activism that includes the “practice of
changing the distribution of political power” (p. 84) yet, makes the definition larger to
include her points of separatism and the role of being private. Her offering was that
“feminist activism is the practice of empowering women” (p. 84) which she felt is inclusive
of the feminist concerns she raised and also allows for the more traditional adversarial
actions.
Finally, in her chapter “Building Bridges, Building Leaders: Theory, Action, and
Lived Experience,” Goodson (2005) introduced and joins Black feminist theory with social
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movement theory as a way to build social justice leaders. While Goodson never explicitly
defined an activist, she used Bernice Johnson Reagon’s naming the civil rights movement
as a borning movement to call Black feminist theory a borning theory (p. 207). Within the
borning concept is movement, and within the concept of movement “something is
changed” (p. 208). It is this act of change, according to Goodson, that creates the activist;
change related to the person and the act of addressing that which might impede the full
experience of self. As with Trebilcot (1986), Goodson’s implication was that the personal
is political. My interpretation, therefore, is that Goodson acknowledged the self as activist
when moving out from under an oppressive relationship created by the dominant culture.
In some ways, the very act of maintaining one’s sense of dignity and worth if one is not of
the dominant culture and is targeted by the dominator as being less than, is an act of
resistance and, therefore, constitutes activism.
From this review of relevant literature, a working definition for this study has
emerged. An activist is a person who engages in any action that challenges the status quo
when the status quo limits, excludes, or denies respect and dignity to people. This includes
individual or collective actions within establishment structures (e.g., unionizing workers in
a bureaucracy, or creating progressive legislation), or outside of establishment structures
(e.g., starting an NGO, working as a community organizer, advocating for the
disenfranchised, starting a community garden, creating a women’s arts festival, etc.). The
definition I crafted is inclusive of what the cited literature addresses and is also a bit more
specific. I incorporated what Trebilcot (1986) would have considered both
heteropatriarchal and feminist concepts and constructed a definition that is both expansive,
yet bounded. It eliminates actions I would consider merely good citizenship, as exhibited
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in the criteria used by Green (2003). By staying within and supporting the political and
cultural norms, a key element of the type of activism I am interested in is missing. That
key element is working for or creating change in the status quo.
Social Justice
To arrive at an understanding of social justice activism, a component of this study’s
focus on activist behavior among women of a particular generational cohort, social justice
needs to be understood. The review of literature revealed that much of the theoretical
discussion actually focuses on the nature of justice. Relevant for this dissertation are the
explorations of virtue versus power and distributive versus contributive. As with the prior
discussion, feminists have added much to the conversation.
Defining justice is a long-lived conversation with intellectuals and philosophers
including the writings of Plato in The Republic (360 BCE) 11, Aristotle in The Nicomachian
Ethics (350 BCE), and the Bible, to Mills, Hobbes, Locke, and up to the more recent
present with Marx (1844) in his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, and
Rawls (1971) in A Theory of Justice, among others. Feminists in the recent decades have
also been cited including Gilligan’s (1982) In a Different Voice, Nussbaum’s (1999) Sex
and Social Justice, and Bojer’s (2002) Women and the Rawlsian Social Contract. While
this section cannot review this long history of philosophical, legal, and sociological
discussions about the nature of justice, it will attempt to extract essentials to enable the
identification of a working definition of social justice that can be applied in this study.
Historically, justice has been used (as has social justice) for maintaining the status
quo, promoting far-reaching social reforms, and justifying revolutionary action. Reisch
11

Although cited as BC –Before Christ – I choose to use the initials BCE –Before the Common Era - which
is less religious based and a more neutral concept.
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(2002) asked “if liberals and conservatives, religious fundamentalists, and radical
secularists all regard their cases as socially just, how can we develop a common meaning of
the term?” (p. 343). This literature review affirms there is no common meaning of either
justice or its subset, social justice. That has not, however, inhibited philosophers and
scholars from putting forward their definitions and thinking about the subject.
McCormick (2003) cited “nine theories of justice (utilitarianism, libertarianism,
social contract, complex equality, a feminist ethics of care, Christian realism, Catholic
social thought, liberation theology, and a Biblical notion of justice)” (p. 7). Utilitarianism,
per McCormick, is the belief that actions are just if “they contribute to increasing overall
happiness and security by preserving the good order of society . . . thus, if it creates more
happiness, one may break a promise or kill an innocent person” (pp. 9-10). Utilitarianism
has a societal focus whereas libertarianism is about limited governmental intervention and
the preservation of individual rights. Social contract theory combines the interest of the
individual and a role for some social engineering by the greater society relative to the poor
and the marginalized. The concept of justice as fairness arises from the social contract
theorists such as Rawls (as cited in McCormick, 2003). Complex equality theory is
concerned with preventing the acquisition of wealth from allowing “totalitarian monopolies
that allow small groups of persons to gain long-term dominance over a wide field of human
experiences” (p. 10). Thus, complex equality theorists see a diversification of acquisition
of authority and power and the distribution of different social goods, through differing
means as a way to prevent “domination and tyranny” (p. 11).
According to McCormick (2003), the feminist ethics of caring attempts to shift the
traditional Western concept of justice away from its individualistic and self interested view
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to one of interconnectedness between all members of society. The feminist ethics of caring
also introduces the concepts of caring and compassion, two ideas that are missing in the
previously mentioned models of justice.
Christian realism, another of McCormick’s (2003) models of justice, holds that sin
exists as do the redemptive qualities of love. Christian realism practitioners actively seek
justice for those harmed by political and economic inequalities, at times by exhorting those
in power to relinquish it, for to oppress the other is a manifestation of sinful behavior
(p. 12). In a similar vein, Catholic social thought and, to a more radical degree, the
liberation theologians also see a connection between power, political and economic control,
and the ramifications of inequality and oppression on members of any given society. Each
calls for its members to actively work to eliminate gross disparities in wealth and
acquisition of power, with the Catholic social thought theorists looking for the “full and
integral development of person and communities everywhere” and the Liberation
theologians actively “entering into the poor’s struggle for justice” (p. 13). Liberation
theology called for direct political action on behalf of the poor and considered capitalism a
sin. A concept once promoted by the Catholic Church, it was later discouraged.
Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador (murdered in 1980) and the Maryknoll Nuns who
also worked in El Salvador (four of whom were murdered in 1980) embodied liberation
theology as their calling.
The final of the nine models of justice posited by McCormick (2003) is religious
based and called biblical justice. Citing the lessons in the Old Testament, Hebrews are
called:
To imitate God’s liberating and merciful justice by being faithful in their
relationship to Yahweh [God] and their neighbor, by exercising responsibility
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stewardship of the shared inheritance of the land, and in particular by showing
concern for those “little ones” in the margins. . . . Within the biblical justice
construct are the teachings of Jesus in the New Testament to “stand in solidarity
with the poor and victimized of every sort, and confron[t] economic, political, and
religious structures oppressing and alienating the poor and powerless. (pp. 13-14)
This model of justice supports the earlier models that call for direct action of those with
privilege to assist those who are oppressed and exploited.
As seen, there is no single meaning for justice. However, there are clearly shared
models and types. Much of the philosophical discussion around justice falls into two
concepts, commutative or distributive.
Commutative justice. Commutative justice is the belief that there must be fairness
between members of a community, however class and other distinctions between
communities can exist and do not need to be addressed. It is a more individualistic justice
rather than the societal one described by distributive proponents.
For example, Plato and Aristotle would argue that inequities between classes of
people are a natural and permissible (required, according to Plato) aspect of the human
social condition. However, within or among members of each class, how each treats the
other (as their rank dictates) determines whether justice has been done. Thus, in Plato’s
and Aristotle’s world, there can be slavery and poverty alongside justice. Justice would be
judged by how slaves treated each other, how the nobles treated the slaves, and how nobles
treated each other all based on a fair exchange of goods determined by their respective
stations in the social order, a clear commutative justice model.
Libertarians like Nozick were not as concerned with viewing justice as a virtue as
they were pragmatically focused on whether the individual is free of socially imposed rules
or regulations that would allow the poor to have a justice claim against the wealthy
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(McCormick, 2003; Reisch, 2002). There is an obligation to be fair, according to Nozick,
but each individual owns that obligation to self and others rather than the state intervening.
Using McCormick’s (2003) nine models, we would find utilitarianism, libertarianism, and
social contract models under commutative justice.
It is interesting to note, imbedded in all the cited discussions of justice starting with
Plato, is the existence and assumption of limited resources and the unequal distribution of
wealth. The question that arises and is not addressed in this study is whether, in a culture
or society where resources were commonly shared and without scarcity or oppression, a
conversation to define justice would even be necessary.
This idea of finding a definition of social justice through the assumptive lens of
social and resource inequality does not appear in the literature reviewed with the exception
of Reisch (2003), who situated a definition of social justice within the context of a socially
unjust world. One of the fundamental problems “often overlooked . . . in discussions of
applying justice principles to contemporary social policy debates . . . [is that the attempt
occurs] within a political, economic, and social context based largely, if tacitly, on the
preservation of injustice” (p. 346). This unspoken existence or assumption of inequality
permeates the selected research positing that justice is a way to either maintain the status
quo (if you are of the commutative justice persuasion) or as the rationale to change the
status quo (i.e., distributive justice). 12 Given the breath of divergent thinking on this topic,
one can see the appropriateness of Robertson’s (as cited in McCormick, 2003) statement
12

The class to which a particular scholar belongs or aligns with seems to have some impact on their position
relative to distributive or commutative justice theory. Plato and Aristotle, both of the elite can philosophize
as to the permanence and necessity of slavery for example, thus holding to commutative justice, as they are
not of the slave class. Marx aligned himself with the working class and, thus, situates himself in the
distributive justice camp. Feminists, who are of many classes, are a marginalized group, which seems to
align their writing with a distributive justice philosophy.
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that “there can be no absolute or universal standards of justice” (p. 22). Given there are no
universal standards, it is equally difficult to construct a universal definition.
With no universally accepted definition of justice, it is difficult to find an agreed
upon notion of its subset, social justice. Reisch (2002) offered that the original use of the
term social justice 13 was “group specific—that is, it was applied solely to a particular
people or nation with the intention of redressing the effects of hierarchical inequalities,
particularly inherited inequalities” (p. 343). Reisch concluded “the debate revolved around
distinctions between contributive [commutative] and distributive views of justice and the
implications of those concepts for the allocation of social rights, goods and
responsibilities” or stated another way, between “individual and group entitlements and
social obligations” (p. 345).
In “Defining Social Justice,” Novak (2000) cited Friedrich Hayek, who criticized
the term social justice itself and the way people used it. Interestingly, Hayek highlighted
what he saw as a basic contradiction in how scholars use the term to both describe
impersonal social conditions (unemployment, livable wage, etc.), yet, is also lauded by
scholars as a virtue. However, according to Hayek (as cited in Novak, 2000), a virtue is
ascribed to the “reflective and deliberate acts of individual persons” (p. 11).
In his Law, Legislation, and Liberty, Vol. 2: The Mirage of Social Justice, Hayek
(1976) argued there is no positive definition of justice, only a negative one. He stated that
there is such an idea as just conduct and that developing rules around it are a social
necessity (p. 44). It is this concept of just conduct that is “the indispensible foundation and
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Reisch does not identify if it is the concept of social justice he is referencing or the actual language. He
dates the use back 1500 years ago.
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limitations of all law” (p. 62). Hayek’s argument against the generalization of social
justice is that society cannot legislate a moral contract (p. 63). He believed such thinking:
Is a sign of the immaturity of our minds that we have not yet outgrown these
primitive concepts and still demand from an impersonal process which brings about
a greater satisfaction of human desires than any deliberate human organization
could achieve, that it conform to the moral precepts men have evolved for the
guidance of their individual actions. (p. 63)
Hayek acknowledged that the use of social justice is “essentially the same as distributive
justice” (p. 63). Distributive or social justice “demand[s] that . . . society should organize .
. . in a manner which makes it possible to assign particular shares of the product of society
to the different individuals or groups,” so Hayek posited two questions that arise from such
a belief. The first is whether there exists a “moral duty to submit to” (p. 64) such authority
and the other is if one does submit, is there a moral answer as to how such a sharing can
occur. Because of these two questions, Hayek challenged the concept of social justice as a
societal and moral guidepost.
Distributive justice. Distributive justice is the belief that society owes to its
individual members the just allocation of resources. Such allocation means that all are able
to live lives meeting at least the basic necessities of food, clothing, shelter, education,
health, and economic opportunity.
Included within this school of thought are philosophers such as Marx and Rawls.
Interestingly, Marx did not directly address distributive justice. It is more an interpretation
of his philosophical writings that leads one to align him with a distributive justice belief
(Xiaoping, n.d.). Rather, Marx spoke to the alienation of the worker in a capitalistic
society, which is contrary to the nature of man. For, Marx said:
The individual is the social being. His manifestations of life—even if they may not
appear in the direct form of communal manifestations of life carried out in
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association with others—are therefore an expression and confirmation of social life.
(as cited in Xiaoping, n.d., p. 5)
It is in his “Critique of the Gotha Programme” where Marx (1875) wrote:
In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the
individual to the division of labor [when] the productive forces have also increased
with the all-around development of the individual, and all the springs of cooperative wealth flow more abundantly. (p. 7)
Thus, the role of co-operative wealth carries with it the implication of a distributive
concept.
Also included in this group would be contemporary social justice advocates such as
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, who believe that the mal-distribution of wealth
and resources within the United States and around the world is based on exploitation and
oppression of a minority class by the majority. The work, therefore, in achieving justice
focuses around a redistribution of resources and the role the government or the larger
society plays in accomplishing such goal. Liberation theologians, one of the other
categories identified by McCormick (2003), hold a strong distributive concept of justice
believing that we are all interconnected, forming a duty of both the oppressed and the
oppressor to work for the liberation of the poor and the marginalized. Using McCormick’s
nine models of justice, one would also find a feminist ethics of care, Christian realism,
Catholic social thought, and a biblical notion of justice all under the distributive definition.
Feminist contribution. As with this chapter’s previous section, feminist scholars
again provide a more expansive approach to the terms at hand in ways that are more
consistent with this dissertation study. Feminists expand upon the philosophical
conversation about distributive and commutative justice by pushing for the inclusion of the
concepts of relationship, care, and compassion in how distributive justice is achieved. The
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concept of care, introduced by Gilligan (1982) and furthered by Clement (1996), actually
differentiates it from justice. As Clement stated, an ethic of justice “has some form of
equality as a priority whereas an ethic of care has the maintenance of relationships as a
priority” (p. 11). However, the issue of relationship that care necessitates fits well within a
definition of distributive justice, as the latter is exemplifying a societal concern and
obligation to acknowledge the society’s members relationship to and obligation toward
those who are for what ever reason unable to obtain and experience the full possibilities of
their lives, socially, personally, economically, and educationally.
According to McCormick (2003), feminist scholars are critical of the individualistic
focus of addressing issues of justice. In fact, Clement (1996) put the ethic of care outside
of the ethic of justice and asserted that the two concepts come from different positions
relative to assumption of human separateness and human connectedness. An ethic of
justice, according to Clement, differs from an ethic of care in two additional ways: the ethic
of justice is seen more as an abstraction, while the ethic of care is more contextual; plus,
the ethic of justice has as its priority some aspect of the concept of equality while the ethic
of care “has the maintenance of relationship as a priority” (p. 11). Thus, the concepts of
care (as defined by Clement, 1996) and compassion toward our co-humans must be
incorporated into any discussion of a theory of justice.
Some feminists have critiqued Rawls’ (1971) A Theory of Justice for its lack of
“consider[ing] the position of women nor the organization of the family in the just society”
(Bojer, 2002 p. 393). In her article “Women and the Rawlsian Social Contract,” Bojer
(2002) generally agreed with Nussbaum (1999) that Rawls’ “theory can be adapted to meet
the most serious criticisms feminist have made against it” (p. 393). In fact, in later
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publications, Rawls “explicitly condemns the oppression of women” (p. 394). That Rawls
does so does not move him solidly to the distributive justice column. He appears to
somewhat straddle the primary concepts, remaining with the commutative theorists while,
at the same time, including some of the distributive justice concepts. Rawls holds that
“inequalities in the distribution of scarce goods (power, money, access to healthcare, or
whatever) are justified only if they serve to increase the advantage of the least favoured
groups in society” (as cited in Scott & Marshall, 2005, para. 1).
The feminist scholars forwarded the personal aspect of justice, which is consistent
and useful for this study. The concepts of relationships and care open the definition of
activism to include the private nature of activism in addition to the more public concept. It
also introduces the idea that non-confrontational activities are valid forms of activism. The
role of care and relationship are hypothesized as some of the factors that enable the women
of this study to persist these 40 or more years in peace and social justice work.
Finally, in the effort to generate a working definition of social justice for this
dissertation study, I reverted to A Dictionary of Sociology via Oxford Reference Online.
There, one encounters four pages of explanation echoing much of what has been stated
above. Additional terms included are retributive justice, formal justice, and material
justice. Speaking from a sociological and social psychologist lens, Scott and Marshall
(2005) stated:
Much of the philosophical literature and political theory of justice has been
predominantly normative in character. Like Rawls, most writers have been
concerned mainly to identify particular rules which can be used to assess the
rightness of an act or institution, in order thereby to encourage specific social
arrangements that will promote procedural fairness, just allocation, or equality.
However, among sociologists and social psychologists, the discussion has been
empirical and descriptive rather than moral and prescriptive [emphasis added].
(p. 4)
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Regardless of whether the scholarship comes from a philosophical or sociological position,
the complexity of securing a singular definition remains challenging.
In conclusion, the definition that addresses the core of this dissertation study aligns
with the distributive justice thinkers, incorporating the feminist inclusion of caring and
compassion. I define social justice as addressing structural disparities in the human
condition that create disproportional acquisition of economic, social, or political power,
the effect of which leaves people exploited, marginalized, and denied dignity and respect by
the dominant culture. How activists address these disparities is inclusive of the methods
most are familiar with such as confrontation, or taking power from, and inclusive, as
Trebilcot (1986) named it, of using methods that allow for the creation of new power rather
than direct confrontation with power.
Peace
The literature on the nature of peace focuses on three levels of analysis: the
personal/spiritual, negative peace (the elimination of violence), and positive peace (the
establishment of justice). This section of Chapter II will explore each of these levels and
conclude with a definition that addresses this dissertation research. Similar to the review of
literature on the concept of justice, the search of relevant scholarship revealed “there is no
consensus on a conceptually clear definition” of peace (Anderson, 2004, p. 101).
Anderson’s analysis of the literature on defining peace, includes both Western and Eastern
understandings of the concept. According to Anderson, “virtually all Western language
definitions emphasize the absence of war and other forms of overt violence as a key
component of peace” (p. 102). In fact, the Latin pax translates as “a pact” and is about
establishing an agreement between people. The Eastern concept, however, is more
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internal, a more spiritual understanding of the word as in the use of shanti, a Sanscrit word
that speaks to honoring the light within oneself and others. Anderson concluded that “most
Western definitions of peace tend to emphasize the absence of violence; Eastern definitions
tend to be positive in the sense that peace means the presence of certain characteristics
rather than the absence of negative characteristics” (p. 102). He created a definition of
peace that incorporates both of these concepts: “peace is a condition in which individuals,
families, groups, communities, and/or nations experience low levels of violence and engage
in mutually harmonious relationships” (p. 103).
Negative peace. Anderson (2004) defined negative peace as that which
incorporates the issue of fighting to end violence. He incorporated the World Health
Organization’s definition of violence:
The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself,
another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high
likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment, or
deprivation. (Krug as cited in Anderson, 2004, p. 106)
Examples of efforts framed by negative peace are bountiful: anti-war, anti-nuclear, antiapartheid movements, and the like all focused on and attempted to stop the violence as their
use of the preposition anti implies. The demonstrations against the School of the Americas
and the World Trade Organization (WTO) would fit in the definition of negative peace in
that the intent of the protesters in each of those circumstances was to halt what they
perceived to be violent and abusive policies that impacted millions of lives in emerging
countries. The School of the Americas is reported by School of the Americas Watch (n.d.)
to train militias in counter-insurgency and interrogation methods used against indigenous
peoples in the Americas struggling to achieve democracy. The World Trade
Organization’s trade policies favor the developed nations at the expense of the developing
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ones (Global Exchange, n.d.). To halt or change the activities of these two entities, people
mobilize and protest against them. In the former case, the ideal is to shut the School down.
In the latter case, it is to alter the trade policies for reciprocal benefit.
Many of the protest actions of the 1960s and1970s, the period of the cohort studied
in this dissertation, were framed by notions of negative peace. For example, brothers
Daniel and Philip Berrigan, founding members of the Plowshares movement, focused on
actions embedded in negative peace when they took direct action against the development
of nuclear weapons in 1980 by damaging the nose cones of nuclear warheads and pouring
blood on records of the company that manufactured them. In another example, the
Berrigans, along with seven others (known popularly as the Catonsville Nine), burned the
draft board records in Catonsville, Maryland in 1968 with homemade napalm in an attempt
to prevent the drafting of young men to go fight in the Vietnam War. A similar action had
occurred earlier in Baltimore (the Baltimore Four). These and other direct actions such as
picketing war manufacturers or organizing and participating in sit-ins at universities that
receive funds for war research exemplify negative peace actions.
It is important to note that the term negative in this situation does not mean wrong
or problematic, nor is such a meaning being implied herein. Historical times and personal
preferences determined the types of activism in which people engaged. The framework
was that of negative peace activism if the activity used obstruction to end violence. As in
photography, negatives help create the positive. Each needs the other. It is my belief that
the kinds of activism of which the participants in this study were engaged will be inclusive
of both negative and positive types.
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Positive peace. Positive peace refers to building positive conditions as distinct
from direct actions opposing existent violence, and it is associated with concepts such as
“cooperation, integration and social justice” (Anderson, 2004, p. 106). Thus, positive
peace moves beyond the Latin word pax, which is an agreement between people
(Anderson, 2004). Pax could mean the reduction or elimination of hostilities, but does not,
by definition, need to shift anyone’s personal or political consciousness. Positive peace
attempts such a shift. Positive peace includes creating an alternate world. For example, the
women activists of the Women’s Support Network in Belfast, Northern Ireland, stepped
outside the 30 years of inter-group violence between Irish Catholics and Protestants and
forged alliances to promote health, education, and peace in their communities.
According to Trebilcot (1986), those who create bridges to peace step outside the
current stream of divisions and seek ways to create new power rather than confronting
existing structures in an attempt to obtain power. Examples of this type of activism are
also plentiful—the Black Sash movement started in 1965 in South Africa during the
apartheid period was such a movement. White women stepped outside their social role and
introduced a collaborative and positive peace alternative to the confrontational struggle
against apartheid. They conducted silent vigils, wearing black armbands—thus, their
name, Black Sash—in and outside of South Africa’s parliament building to “speak” their
concerns over apartheid legislation and express their support for like-minded
parliamentarians. In 1988, Women in Black, taking its cue from the Black Sash movement,
created a space for Jewish, Palestinian, and other Arab and non-Arab women to stand
together for peace and an end to occupation, bypassing the conflict. It is important to note
that not only do activists from the framework of positive peace focus on building
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alternative systems and structures, but their methods are nonviolent and are both public and
personal.
Looking outside the literature of peace studies and activism, the works by feminist
scholars especially in developmental psychology such as In a Different Voice (Gilligan,
1982), Caring (Noddings, 2003), Toward a New Psychology of Women, (Miller, 1986), and
Women’s Ways of Knowing, (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997) add to the
concept of positive peace. Although peace is not the focus of these works, they bringing
women’s experiences into the light, and thus, they offer exposure to conceptualizing
different ways of nurturing relationships and addressing conflict, which is reminiscent of
the writings on peace. Eisler’s (2002) The Power of Partnership and Anderlini’s (2007)
Women Building Peace both speak to how humanity can access its creative intelligence to
engage in the creation of a world without hierarchal dependence and war to one based on a
model of partnership and peaceful resolutions to conflict. Presenting and acting on that
shift is positive peace activism. It is my belief that the type of activities in which the
participants in this study will have been engaged will be inclusive of both positive and
negative peace activism.
Inner peace. The third concept to be addressed in this section is that of spiritual
inner peace. It represents another important level of analysis in this discussion of
scholarship on the nature of peace. This section explores the concept of inner peace from a
spiritual perspective and how it is incorporated, even if not by name, into some of the more
prominent leadership literature. Its relevance to our current times is increasingly apparent.
Many news commentators (e.g., David Brooks and Mark Shields on the “News
Hour with Jim Lehrer” and “The McLaughlin Group” television programs) remarked,
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during the long 2008 election season, about how Presidential candidate (now President)
Barack Obama carried himself as a person who seemed comfortable in his body, who
appeared unflappable. There is a calming presence about him. He seemed to move at a
pace he determined rather than it being determined for him. For all of his intensity, there
was a notable peace about him; a peace that is in him, not separate from him.
These characteristics resonate with what is referred to as “interbeing” (Hanh, 1996,
p. 85), or the concept of being in touch with oneself. Through interbeing, one finds inner
peace. Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh 14 has been both a spiritual teacher and a positive
and negative peace activist, and remains a positive peace activist today. As a young
Buddhist monk living in his birth country of Vietnam in the 1970s, Hanh practiced active
non-violent opposition to all who used violence, be they Americans or Vietnamese. His
belief has always been that, to achieve social justice and peace, individuals must
themselves be in peace. As an engaged activist, Hanh was able to hold to his place of
active non-violence and to maintain an outlook on life that has made him one of today’s
more influential advocates for world peace. 15
Hanh’s words and actions are inspiring. They give permission to do the inner work
to find the solid inner place of peace in an activist’s way. In his book, Being Peace, Hanh
(1996) offered advice to peace movement advocates:
In the peace movement there is a lot of anger, frustration, and misunderstanding.
The peace movement can write very good protest letters, but they are not yet able to
write a love letter. We need to learn to write a letter to the Congress or to the
president of the United States that they will want to read, and not just throw away.
The way you speak, the kind of understanding, the kind of language you use should
not turn people off. The president is a person like any of us.
14

Pronounced Tick Na Han, he is also called Tai, which means teacher.
The forward to his book Peace is Every Step (1991) was written by the H.H. the Dalai Lama, another gentle
and persistent social justice activist.
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Can the peace movement talk in loving speech, showing the way for peace?
I think that will depend on whether the people in the peace movement can be peace.
Because without being peace, we cannot do anything for peace. If we cannot smile,
we cannot help other people to smile. If we are not peaceful, then we cannot
contribute to the peace movement.
I hope we can bring a new dimension to the peace movement . . . that will
diminish aggression and hatred. Peace work means, first of all, being peace. . . .
Our children are relying on us in order for them to have a future. (pp. 79-80)
While much of the discussion about inner peace appears in spiritual and religious
writings, it is interesting to see concepts such as inner peace, self awareness, introspection,
and the importance of looking within also appear in leadership and change literature. In
Presence (Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 2004), much time is focused on
encouraging people to do this inner work, seeking the wisdom within, usually obtained
when one is in a place of quiet. “The only change that will make a difference is the
transformation of the human heart” (Senge et al, 2004, pp. 66-67). Wheately (1992)
described “a new serenity” (p. 4) that came to her when she understood the
interconnectedness of all things. Greenleaf (2002) devoted a full chapter, titled “An Inward
Journey,” to highlight the importance of finding one’s true self for in doing so one will
come to a place where one is “beyond confusion” (p. 339). Bennis (2000) described how
leaders became effective “by trusting what Emerson called ‘the blessed impulse’ that arises
quietly within ourselves. Yielding to that impulse, I believe, is a principal function of a
leader” (p. 283). Feminist writers such as Helgesen (1995) and Gilligan (1982), among
others, all remarked on the importance of the inner looking person in the leadership
conversation.
Consistent with the inclusiveness of accepting positive and negative peace,
Rubenfeld (1986) discussed that the definition of peace does not mean an absence of
conflict. As Rubenfeld stated:
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Conflict is part of peace. The challenge in our intrapersonal and interpersonal lives
is resolving those conflicts in peaceful, just ways. Learning to listen to and respect
the voice of both ourselves and the other is the task. (p. 125)
Fry (2007) also acknowledged that conflict—which he distinguished from aggression—can
(and will) exist even when humanity (re)enters a state of peace (p. 24). The journey is to
relearn how to work with conflict through the language and actions that will allow peace to
prevail.
Thus, my approach to peace activism for purposes of this dissertation is inclusive of
actions that people utilize to prevent or stop oppressive behaviors of individuals (e.g.,
being a protector of women entering a clinic to obtain an abortion when anti-abortion
activists attempt to harm her) or larger social entities (e.g., picketing a sweatshop or
protesting redlining by a bank—a practice that prevents the issuing of home loans in low
income areas), that is negative peace. It is inclusive of actions that create alternate ways
of being a free human spirit in activities of collaboration and cooperation (e.g., starting a
community garden, creating a women’s choir, or standing for peace) that are positive
peace.
The fact that the concept of spiritual peace is not explicitly included in my
definition is not because it is less important. To the contrary, I find it to be one of the more
critical elements of peace development. I also believe spiritual peace is not addressed as
sufficiently and overtly as it needs to be. It is excluded from my definition because it is
difficult to include inner seeking within the definition I fashioned for activism, and its
subset social justice activism. In fact, as will be seen in Chapters IV and V, this study’s
participants do have a spiritual component that motivates and sustains their activism. It
was what motivated some of them initially, and some acquired a spiritual belief as a result
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of their cultural upbringing, prior activism, or an awareness that came from maturing—as
Erikson’s seventh stage of his adult development theory posited (as cited in Boeree, n.d.).
Some have used the ebb, or more quiet, times to cultivate an inner peace. It is interesting
to see from the surveys and the interviews that spirituality and inner peace is a theme that
emerges as helping to sustain the participants’ long-term peace and social justice activism.
Adult Development
In an effort to understand what motivates the women of this study to engage in and
maintain long-term peace and justice activism, it is important to look at relevant aspects of
adult development theory. This is because one’s commitment to activism may have a
connection to one’s developmental stage and/or how one sees growth and relationship over
time.
The literature on adult development is vast. Sorting through to find the elements
that address this study revealed some of the foundational theorists such as Freud, Erickson,
Piaget, Skinner, Maslow, and Levinson, in addition to feminist writings that incorporate the
concepts of care (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 2003), the development of relational-cultural
theory (Jordan & Hartling, 2002; Miller, 1986), and Women’s Ways of Knowing (Belenky
et al., 1997). The subject of adult development appears to have captured the interest of the
professional fields from psychology (from psychotherapy to career counseling) to
education, with the latter most often interested in understanding adult learners.
Many scholars in the adult development world see adults moving through stages of
development over time. Eric Erickson, in general agreement with Freud about stages in
personality development, expanded upon the dynamics that occurred during different
stages of one’s life by adding the psychosocial element, focusing mostly on birth to
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adolescents (Boeree, n.d.; Slater, 2003). Erickson (as cited in Boerre, n.d.), and
subsequently others who ascribed to Erikson’s eight stage model of development, expanded
the adolescent data into the more adult stages of life holding to the initial concept that each
stage presents a crisis and, depending on how well the individual addressed the crisis, one
is able to either progress to the next stage or not. Freud and Erickson each believed these
life stages are common to all humans. Freud believed they are fixed and established by
early childhood (Slater, 2003) whereas Erickson “recognize[ed] the influences of culture
and history and refus[ed] to be confined by reductionist analysis and ridged rules of
interpretation” (Slater, 2003, p. 53).
Because we are looking at women activists from youth through middle age, of
particular relevance to this study are Erikson’s seventh and eighth stages—generativity
versus stagnation (middle adulthood, age 31 to 50) and integrity versus despair (late
adulthood, age 51 on) (Boerre, n.d.; Slater, 2003). Interestingly, it is often cited that,
unlike the other stages in his model, “Erikson was most elusive about the onset of stage
seven, Generativity vs. Stagnation, thus leaving others to interpret it as they see fit”
(Levinson, 1996, pp. 16-17). The notion of generativity will be discussed more fully later
in this section.
Levinson (1978), another oft cited theorist in the adult developmental field, offered
three stages of development with each containing periods of stability lasting six years and
periods of transition lasting four to five years. His stages start with early adulthood (age
17-40) with the stability/transition subsets; middle adulthood (age 40-60), again with
internal subsets; and late adulthood (age 60 and over), with one subset of late adult
transition between age 60 and 65.
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In all cases, these scholars based their theories using a rather limited and
homogeneous participant cohort. For example, Levinson’s (1978) original work, The
Seasons of a Man’s Life, was based on interviews with 40 men age 35 to 45. In his followup book, Seasons of a Woman’s Life (1996a), he interviewed 45 women, 15 each in one of
three categories: homemakers, corporate-financial careers, and academic careers. No
social justice/peace activists, community organizers, or women on government aid were
included, nor was there any reference to his participants’ ethnicity/race being anything
other than Caucasian. In addition, ages of the women participants were between 35 and 45,
thus, covering only a 10-year period. Given such a small sample and a largely
homogeneous group of participants, the theories should come under scrutiny as they have.
Even though Levinson recognized the limitations of his research, it appears the
public, including many academics, was willing to generalize the findings to a much wider
audience than was warranted. For example, one of the findings in Levinson’s (as cited in
Molineux, 2003) The Seasons of a Man’s Life was as follows:
The two major tasks of the adult male involve career and marriage. First, he must
break away from his own family, then find a career that will give him satisfaction, a
decent standard of living and status and a wife who will share his life and bear his
children. Around these tasks he builds what Levinson calls life structures. (para. 6)
This finding might be true within an individualistic culture that measures successful
development as separation from one’s family and also of a heterosexual patriarchal culture
where marriage is defined as being between a man and a woman where the woman’s
purpose is to not only share his life but to bear his children. Under Levinson’s model, and
most likely also under Freud’s and Erikson’s, those males who wish to stay connected
would be perceived as unsuccessful in their development, for they fall outside the
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assumptions the data indicated as the norm. However, we know there are cultures, even
within Western societies, that hold to different standards of successful development.
Models of human development, educational achievement, and financial success are
all limited by the parameters of their studies. Different parameters may or may not make
that particular model transferable. Thus, the cautionary note is to be attentive to
generalizing that which might not be generalizable, including the findings of the research
for this dissertation.
The feminist critique of adult development theory: Relational theory. Once
again, feminist scholars brought new insights to the discussion. Feminist scholars
(Caffarella & Olson, 1993; Comstock et al., 2008; Gilligan, 1982; Jordan & Hartling, 2002;
Miller, 1986; Stewart & Ostrove, 1998) were troubled by the limitations of the theories that
have permeated and dominated the scholarship on adult development. Jean Baker Miller’s
(1986) foundational book Toward a New Psychology of Women noted that the centrality of
relationships in her clients’ lives was inconsistent with traditional mainstream theories of
counseling and human development she had been taught in medical school. According to
Miller and other feminist theorists of the time, these traditional theoretical models
emphasized individuation, separation, and autonomy as markers of emotional maturity and
psychological health (Comstock et al., 2008, p. 279).
In addition to the critique of individuation as the epitome of emotional maturity,
Fletcher (2001) argued that most development models focus on what is called the public
sphere. That is, activities associated outside the home, such as paid labor or work, politics,
and other external manifestations of a culture. What becomes problematic is that, in many
cultures, men dominate the public sphere. Therefore, theories based on a male-dominated
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public sphere often fail to include the experiences of women. In patriarchal culture, the
dominant gender (male) is the lens from which all else is deemed important and valuable,
thus the experiences of women will regularly be either ignored or pathologized if they do
not confirm to those of men.
Miller (1986) and Gilligan (1982) challenged the prevailing models of adult
development and the assumptions they contained. They offered that women’s experiences
not only have value, but necessitate inclusion into a fuller and more complete
understanding of human/adult development. Looking into the private sphere considered
the domain of women, Fletcher (2001) revealed different developmental characteristics.
The male-dominated public-sphere contains “characteristics such as separation,
individuation, and independence, [and] there exists an alternative model, called growth-inconnection, that is rooted in [the female dominated] private-sphere characteristics of
connections, interdependence, and collectivity” (p. 31). 16 The ability to connect is further
defined as inclusive of growth for each party that incorporates the concepts of empathy and
mutuality. It is not just any connection that can meet the standard set by Miller, but rather
the quality of the connection. It is here that Clement’s (1996) ethic of care could interface.
The concept of an ethic of care holds at its core, interconnectedness, for Clement believed
that the maintenance of the relationship between people is one of, if not the, cornerstone of
this ethic (p. 13).
Including these writings into an adult development model opens the possibilities for
attributes most commonly associated with women to be valued. Not only does this
depathologize women who do not fit into the male model, but it affords men the
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opportunity to more fully express their feminine side, and likewise, depathologize those
men who, like some women, do not fit into the dominant definition of the male
autonomous, career-focused development model. By including and exposing a different
model of development Miller (1986), Gilligan (1982), and others have opened a critical
conversation and radically altered and expanded common assumptions of human
development in general.
In “Relational-Cultural Theory: A Framework for Bridging Relational,
Multicultural, and Social Justice Competencies,” Comstock et al. (2008) included not only
women, but another whole area missing from the more traditional scholarship on adult
development, that of multiculturalism. Relational-cultural theory can, they posited, bridge
this critical gender and ethnological gap in the adult development literature. Robb (as cited
in Comstock et al., 2008), remaining within the field of psychology where, more often than
not, the adult development literature resides, stated:
Miller (1976), like other multicultural and feminist theorists, suggested that a lack
of understanding of the contextual and relational experiences of women, people of
color, and marginalized men led many mental health professionals to pathologize
these individuals by misunderstanding and devaluing how these important factors
contribute to the psychological well-being of all people. (p. 279)
In “Lifespan Development Revisited: African-Centered Spirituality Throughout the
Life Cycle,” Wheeler, Ampadu, and Wangari (2002) spoke to this point directly. They
focused on the development of a spiritual connection in the African-centered communities
from a very early stage in life, challenging traditional development theory, which says this
connection comes at the later stages of life (e.g., Maslow, Erikson, and Levinson). By not
including the African centered experience, a distorted model of development is created, just
as it is when women in general were similarly excluded.
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The gender and ethnological gaps are also detailed in Caffarella and Olson’s (1993)
“Psychosocial Development of Women: A Critical Review of the Literature.” The authors
indicated that the rationale for their research was that they found:
Much of what we know about adult development . . . has been generated from
research with all male subjects . . . or was written from the perspective of male
authors. What has been wrong with this picture of adulthood is that critical voices
have been missing in the building of most of this traditional theory base—the
voices of women, people with varying ethnic backgrounds, and person belonging to
different socioeconomic classes. (pp. 125-126)
The approach to understanding adult development has much to do with
understanding the long-term activism of women over the course of their lives. Based on
the scholarship on adult development reviewed herein, it is clear that the foundational
theories, by having a phallocentric (male) bias (Jordan, 1997), have supported a theory of
successful adult development for all humans that is based on accomplishing individuation
and the creation of an autonomous self—once the autonomous self is formed, then intimacy
can occur.
Accepting such a theory would make it rather difficult to understand why women in
this study maintain lives of peace and social justice activism. That difficulty is abated
however, with the incorporation of feminist ideas of adult development. From the
essentialist perspective that women as women are relational beings, where connection is
essential, some believe core (Miller, 1986; Gilligan, 1982), to successful adult development
we can offer the hypothesis that women activists stayed engaged in peace and social justice
efforts to end war, build schools and the like, because from a relational developmental
perspective, it is what women do.
That all women are not so engaged in peace and social justice activism raises the
issues of social and cultural influences and personal identities and generativity, something
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discussed at great length in the psychological literature (see Erikson as cited in Boeree,
n.d., and Mannheim, 1970) and detailed in a one-person case study by Stewart and Healy
(1986). Vera Brittain, a life long feminist/pacifist from Great Britain, is profiled in Stewart
and Healy’s article “The Role of Personality Development and Experience in Shaping
Political Commitment: An Illustrative Case.” In their study, Stewart and Healy were
interested in “understanding how political beliefs fit into the life course, when they
develop, and when they are likely to predict action” (p. 12). Using both Erikson (as cited
in Boeree, n.d.) and Mannheim’s (1970) models of life development, the authors posited
that, depending on when a particular experience occurred, it could impact that person’s
identity and create a persona that would stay engaged in social justice activism. However,
if no such experiences occurred, people would still develop into the generative stage, only
their attention would be focused more on the immediate familial relationships rather than
the more global ones that social justice activism entails. Thus, the concepts of connection
and relationship are not negated if women are not peace and social justice activists. They
may be otherwise engaged and committed to their community, family, friends, and others.
In this dissertation, the data supports the concepts that connections and relationships
influenced this particular cohort of participants to engage and sustain their commitment in
peace and social justice action.
A final word on adult development theory as it relates to connections and
relationships: the concept of generativity arises in most of the literature reviewed for this
study. That concept is variously described (as noted above, Erikson did not elaborate on
that aspect of his eight stage model) but is generally agreed to mean that at a certain stage
in life, (mid-20s to late-50s) (as cited in Boeree, n.d.) adults become more outwardly
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focused and start thinking about the next generation, what mark will one leave, and how
has one assisted the next generation to be successful. In Aging Well, Vaillant (2002)
ascribed to Erikson’s theory of generativity, which “reflects the capacity to give the self—
finally completed through mastery of the first three tasks of adult development—away” (p.
47). He looked at generativity, or the time of caring for the next generation more often
than not, through the lens of the family. There is little mention of engaging in generativity
or care for the earth and all of its inhabitants. According to some feminist literature on the
subject, women and children raised in families with politically active parents tend not to
separate themselves from their environment (Aptheker, 2006; Fletcher, 2001; Kaplan &
Shapiro, 1998). In those instances, connection, relationship, and responsibility to all things
are understood at an early stage in life. Separation and individuation is not the goal.
There is also research that supports the proposition that generativity is not the
exclusive purview of stage seven in Erikson’s (as cited in Boeree, n.d.) eight-stage model
of adult development (Gilligan, 1982; Jordan & Hartling, 2002; Mannheim, 1970; Miller,
1986). By incorporating women in general, and women of color more specifically, the
concepts of connection, care, and relationship with the next generation emerges earlier than
previously asserted in the widely accepted models of adult development. It is wise to
continue the reexamination of such models so we may understand, expect, teach, and
actualize much earlier the caring and partnership aspects of our humanity. Thus, I concur
with the feminist concepts that “all growth occurs in connection, that all people yearn for
connection, and that growth-fostering relationships are created through mutual empathy
and mutual empowerment” (Jordan & Hartling, 2002, p. 3).
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This dissertation is about a cohort of women who remained engaged through 40
years of social justice activism, with the ebbs and flows of that engagement. As positive as
connection is in relational-cultural theory, Jordan and Hartling (2002) also brought up the
shadow side of what happens to the person who, for what ever reason, becomes
disconnected, a time that the authors “recognize . . . as [an] inevitable part of being in
relationship” (p. 2). Staying in a psychological/counseling framework, Miller (as cited in
Jordan & Hartling, 2002) called what people do during this time “strategies of
disconnection” (p. 4). For an adolescent or woman, walking this pathway can lead:
To failures in growth-fostering relationships accompanied by diminished zest,
empowerment, clarity, worth, and desire for connection. Within this context, one’s
natural yearning for connection becomes a signal of danger; the individual comes to
dread the vulnerability necessary to fully engage in growth-fostering relationships.
(p. 3)
Putting the need for connection and its accompanying issues of disconnection into a
social justice activist context, it is possible that the repression experienced by many
activists during the 1960s and 1970s led to isolation, disillusionment, and disconnection
from people, organizations, and, in some cases, from people’s core belief that working for
peace and social justice was worth the effort. Many of this generational cohort decided it
was not worth it and went on to live lives absent of active engagement in attempting to
remedy injustices they might have previously worked to eliminate.
However, the participants in this study did not take that route. They stayed. Their
focus of commitment may have shifted, their intensity might have altered, but for 40 or
more years, they held to a belief that they should continue the work and the work matters.
The question key to this dissertation therefore reappears: if there was a disconnection from
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the movement (or the relational focus), what was it that enabled these women to move past
it or otherwise reengage and do so for such a long period of time?
Long-term Commitment to Peace and Social Justice Activism
Thus far, this literature review explored the concepts of activism, social justice, and
peace. It has also drawn from adult development and feminist psychology to understand
stages and the role of connection in adult women’s lives. It is now time to pull this
literature together and find a definition of long-term, or life-long, as it functions in the lives
of long-term peace and social justice activism. Here, too, as with the research on peace and
social justice, finding a commonly accepted notion of long-term or life-long has proven
futile. 17 As will be discussed below, research on the life trajectories of activists used a
metric of length of time that constituted long-term as a range anywhere from five years
(Downton & Wehr, 1997) to over 50 years (Andrews, 1991, 2007). In other instances, the
concept is not defined at all. For example, Oskamp et al. (1992) were interested in the
“Background Experiences and Attitudes of Peace Activists” in order “to know more about
what . . . kept them motivated over extended periods of time” (p. 49). However, extended
period of time is never defined.
A search of the literature using the terms long-term, persistence, and commitment
found little in terms of a shared concept. Pulling from other literature that looked at
attitudes, motivation, and degrees of activism of peace and social justice activists provided
a bit more guidance. The six studies briefly described herein are typical of the research
that explores the life trajectory of activists’ years after their initial foray in the 1960s and

17

Throughout this dissertation, I interchange the terms life-long and long-term to describe the length of peace
and social justice activism in which activists engaged.

59
1970s. In these studies, the lives of participants were studied 10 to 20 years after their
initial activism.
In “The Persistence of Political Attitudes Among 1960s Civil Rights Activists,”
Marwell, Aiken, and Demerath (1987) studied “145 committed activists whose political
attitudes were measured three times over a nineteen-to twenty-year period” (p. 361) and
who, as students, “spent the summer of 1965 organizing voter registration drives in
Southern black communities” (p. 359). It should be noted that the 145 committed activists
were all White men. The study found that students who had taken extreme positions on a
national issue in their early activist years changed over time in “that they were localized
and that they generally reflect[ed] a softening, rather than a discarding” (p. 374) of those
attitudes. Unanswered and not addressed, yet relevant to this dissertation study, were the
factors that enabled the activists to not discard their political beliefs, or phrased positively,
what factors kept them engaged, albeit at the local and more moderate level.
In “Activists Ten Years Later: A Test of Generational Unit Continuity,” Fendrich
(1974) looked at a generational unit of students 10 years after participating to varying
degrees in protest demonstration during 1960 and 1963. Fendrich measured what the “long
range consequences of student protest [was] in the lives of young adults” (p. 95). The
length of activism was not described in this study, but the time (10 years) of long-range
relations to consequences was described.
In 1977, Fendrich completed an additional study, “Keeping the Faith or Pursuing
the Good Life: A Study of the Consequences of Participation in the Civil Rights
Movement.” Its inclusion of Black and White [male] activists makes it one of the few
studies to include people of Color in activist research. Fendrich was interested in
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determining whether “the intense experience of participating in a social movement
dramatically alters the subsequent social and political orientation of activists” (p. 144)
approximately 15 years after their original activism. Fendrich noted a difference in goals
from the White and Black perspective: White students were interested in “moving the
society in more equalitarian, democratic, and socialistic directions” (p. 147), whereas Black
students were engaged in “the politics of disruption to reduce the discrepancy in value
expectations and value capabilities” (p. 147). In other words, Blacks wanted entry into the
system and Whites wanted to change the totality of the system since they already had entry.
Fendrich found that, although still engaged in social justice issues approximately 15 years
later, those students more interested in activism “primarily for personal and collective gain,
e.g., relative deprivation . . . can become more politically moderate as adults” (p. 155).
Those who were motivated initially by “strong ideological commitments that extended
beyond interest-groups politics” (p. 155) became adults more politically left leaning than
others in their age cohort. The participants of the current study might also have entered
their activism with differing levels of motivation. However, in the current study, it is not
clear that the level of activism in the early years was a factor that helped sustain them.
In “Women and the Social Movements of the 1960s: Activists, Engaged Observers,
and Nonparticipants,” Stewart et al. (1998) looked at the impact levels of engagement had
on three samples of college educated Black and White women who were activists over
time. The participants were activists, engaged observers, or nonparticipants in the social
movements of the 1960s considered for the current study (the civil rights movement, the
anti-war movement, and the women’s liberation movement). A metric for passage of time
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was not offered. What is beneficial to the current study is that the concept of the private
activism is mentioned:
Traditional studies of political behavior are based on an androcentric model of the
public sphere and of “the political,” which inevitably excludes women and many of
their concerns. . . . When women are included in studies, more attention is often
paid to activities focused on improving family, neighborhood, and community wellbeing, as well as on connections between the private sphere and politics. (Stewart et
al., 1998, p. 64)
As with Fendrich (1977), conclusions were drawn about present levels of activism in
relation to previous levels of activism.
In “Keeping the Faith: Psychosocial Correlates of Activism Persistence into Middle
Adulthood,” Abramowitz and Nassi (1981) studied 30 former Berkeley activists (16 males,
14 females) 15 years after they were arrested for participating in the Free Speech
Movement (p. 507). They examined the “psychosocial correlates of activism persistence
into middle adulthood” (p. 507). From their findings, they “suggest that former arrestees
who maintained their political commitments were to the political left of fellow arrestees
who had tended to withdraw from political involvement” (p. 520). In the current study,
considerations of arrest and their relationship to political commitment was not addressed.
Finally, in “Residues of a Movement: The Aging of the American Protest
Generation,” Jennings (1987) surveyed college-educated protesters and non-protesters at
three different times, 1965, 1973, and 1982 (the longest time lapse was 17 years), to assess
how “enduring and relevant [the] political consequences [were] from critical experiences
during the formative years” (p. 367). A total of approximately 365 participants in the three
stages were involved in the study. Jennings wanted to answer the “the question [of] how
this cohort, distinguished by its espousal of causes and its forceful efforts to achieve
results, would fare as it marched through time” (p. 367). Jennings found those students
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who were actively engaged did maintain their commitment over time (p. 381). Once again,
the intensity of activism appears to be a factor that enables past activists to maintain their
commitment over time.
One of the most relevant works for this dissertation is a study of English activists.
In her two books, Shaping History, Narratives of Political Change (2007) and the earlier
Lifetimes of Commitment: Aging, Politics, Psychology (1991), Molly Andrews used a life
history approach to collect data. In each of these books, Andrews stayed personally
involved and connected to the participants over a 20-year period. Her original research
took four years. Lifetimes was an outgrowth of that research focusing on a group of
activists; the subsequent Shaping History focused on four cases in four different countries.
Only the English group (the same participants from her Lifetimes research) discussed the
concept of long-term or life-long commitment.
In Andrews’ (1991, 2007) work, the notion of long-term is more similar to the
concept of long-term used in the current dissertation. The 15 male and female activists
Andrews studied were in their 70s and older and had participated in 40 to 50 years of social
justice activism. Most were married during their activism, many had children, and all had
attachment to an organization throughout their lives. The Communist Party was the most
common organization to which participants belonged. According to all of them, this
organizational connection was critical for their sustained activism. This later finding is
particularly interesting in relation to the current study’s cohort because the Communist
Party was no longer a dominant force in the lives of the U.S. political left. Commitment to
an organization is considered in the current study and is addressed in upcoming chapters.
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In addition to organizational primacy, the participants all believed commitment is a
historical process (Andrews, 1991, p. 145), all shared a long-term view of history (p. 187),
each had a sense of certainty, and all identified hope and patience as personal attributes
relative to their longevity of commitment (p. 195). Participants had in common an egoless-ness, that is, they had difficulty speaking about themselves as individuals and offered
little about their own individual actions or achievements. The conversations were more
about the group or society or the organization (p. 150). This exhibited itself in interviews
and follow up letters when participants stated they felt uncomfortable talking about
themselves. They saw the group as the primary character, be it the organization or the
people. They believed that as an individual nothing much could change. It is only as an
organized group that the power to create change exists (p. 150).
Few of Andrews’ (1991) participants raised gender as a significant component that
influenced or impacted their activism. The men recognized sex-role stereotyping existed,
but were not clear on how that mattered. The women were more clear on how their gender
role limited their activities. Their roles were primarily as homemaker, caretaker of the
children, and never the breadwinner. Activism was included as an activity, but there was
no data offered that it ever superseded their primary gender roles. No participants
suggested this created any resentment or disillusionment on the women’s part. One can
only assume that being a part of a community of like-minded, committed activists at that
time, of their generational cohort, and their belief in egoless activism sustained them in
spite of limitations to their participation based on gender stereotyping. Andrews summed
up the participants, male and female alike, by quoting them: “It’s difficult to be committed
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unless you’ve got some back-up” (p. 204). Andrews stated, “they have sustained their
commitment, and their commitment, in turn, has sustained them” (p. 207).
While there is research on recruitment into activism, research on persistence is
scant. This is affirmed by Downton and Wehr (1997) in The Persistent Activist: How
Peace Commitment Develops and Survives, as well as by others (Andrews, 1991, 2007;
Einwohner, 2002; Nepstad, 2004; Oskamp et al., 1992). “While collective action
researchers have learned much about how members are recruited during movement
mobilization, little is known about what keeps some active over the long term” (Downton
& Wehr, 1997, p. 6). The authors looked at long-term activists in a specific Coloradobased community hoping their research would fill the gap around persistence theories.
Although their sample is a very homogeneous group of 30 anti-nuclear activists at a
fixed point in time, their findings on persistence echo those in Andrews’ (1991) Lifetimes.
Downton and Wehr (1997) found sustainability mechanisms involve participants having a
long view of history, a shared vision of social change bringing about a peaceful world, and
seeing small steps account for something and lead to an accumulation of greater change
(pp. 73-75). Like in Andrews, participants often mentioned patience to assist in sustaining
involvement. Unlike Andrews’ lifelong participants in activism, however, those in
Downton and Wehr’s study had, on average, only 10 years of activist engagement.
Downton and Wehr’s study defined three groups: A persister was one who belonged to an
organization working actively for peace (and only peace) for five years or more. Those
who moved to a different social justice focus other than peace were shifters and those who
left activism, whether permanently or for some periods, were dropouts (p. 13).
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From the perspective of the current study, Downton and Wehr’s (1997) criterion of
a persister is too limiting. The activists’ time was too short. As well, it focused only on
peace activities, not other social justice areas. Downton and Wehr acknowledged their
study as exploratory, thus limiting in scope and not to “be generalized” (pp. 10-11). Not
mentioned is the ethnicity of participants, leaving the reader to assume that all participants
were likely White as were the participants in Andrews’ 1997 study. An interesting
difference between Downton and Wehr’s and Andrews’ study was how the participants
speak of themselves. In the former study, the participants spoke very much about their
individual feelings, actions, and beliefs; whereas, in the latter study, the participants, as
mentioned earlier, were reluctant to have any focus on them as individuals and preferred to
speak more globally. This may be a result of the generational differences in the cohorts’
experiences.
Oskamp et al. (1992), in “Background Experiences and Attitudes of Peace
Activists,” focused on the motivation of “adults involved in high levels of peace activism”
(p. 50). Oskamp et al.’s study included the concept of peace activists’ long time
commitment. Within that context, the authors stated that “dedicated peace activists have
been very little studied, and it is desirable to know more about what backgrounds and
experiences induce people to involve themselves in activism and keep them motivated over
extended periods of time” (p. 49). Oskamp et al. studied 21 peace activists committed to
an organization called Beyond War, which was a “nonpartisan educational movement
whose goal is to bring about an end to war as a means of resolving conflict” (p. 51).
Oskamp et al. (1992) focused on attributes of those who joined such a movement
(well-educated, mostly professional class, White individuals), how they got involved
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(through personal experience or connection to friends), and briefly touched on what kept
them involved. Family support and personal experience that involved strong emotional
reactions to conditions created by war were some of the motivating factors. Sustaining
factors were “a conviction of the rightness of their cause, by greater self-esteem by
reduction of their anxieties, and by the new information they were receiving” (p. 51).
Many of the participants were full time volunteers who committed themselves for a period
of years, moving from place to place starting new branches of the organization. However,
as stated previously, relative to the length of their commitment the statement “for a period
of years” (p. 51) is not defined.
In “Revolutionaries, Wanderers, Converts, and Compliants: Life Histories of
Extreme Right Activists,” Linden and Klandermans (2007) shared life histories of extreme
right-wing Dutch activists. This study held potential as relevant to my dissertation,
however, it, too, failed to provide a definition of long-term commitment. As in Downton
and Wehr’s (1997) The Persistent Activists, Linden and Klandermans used categories for
their participants. In this instance, they use four rather than three categories to identify
differing lengths of commitment to their cause. Those terms were:
1. Revolutionaries (life-long activists—my particular interest area—similar to
Downton & Wehr’s persisters, yet not date or length specific).
2. Wanderers (people who move from organization to organization, similar to
Downton & Wehr’s shifters).
3. Converts (those who join based on anger and personal suffering).
4. Compliants (those who go along due to someone else’s commitment).
(pp. 187-199)
Not only were there no defining attributes to these categories that would help inform a
definition of long-term, there was very little offered to understand what enabled a person to
be a revolutionary or sustain a life-long commitment to activism.
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Finally, Cole (1993), in Women of the Protest Generation at Midlife: Personality
Development, Political Consciousness and Activism, investigated the impact of student
activism during the late 1960s and early 1970s on individuals approximately 20 years later.
Her “study represents a preliminary investigation of the meaning of student activism in
women’s later lives and development, and its relationship to active political participation at
midlife” (p. 2). Cole was interested in exploring identity issues at midlife of Black and
White women alumnae of the University of Michigan “who experienced . . . the social and
political challenge[s] and change[s] of the late 1960s and early seventies” (p. 31). Of
particular interest to Cole was the level of impact at midlife of the women based on race
and on the different “levels of political participation” (p. 31).
Cole’s (1993) work is useful (and supportive) for my research in that she
acknowledged that the topic of women activists needs to be researched. She noted:
The absence of scholarly consideration of women’s distinctive experiences calls
into question the validity of social movement research to date. Work by feminist
historians suggest that beginning a scholarly inquiry from the lives of women often
provides insight into the dynamics of social life that cannot be observed from the
standpoint of men. (p. 2)
Cole also made a point of highlighting the importance of including the experiences of
women of Color, in this instance Black women (p. 4). Although Cole’s dissertation was
supportive of the need for research that includes the perspectives of women activists, it is
more focused on the impact activism had on the women rather than on issues of
sustainability. In addition, her dissertation is “based on a life history study of two women,”
a far smaller sample than the one incorporated in my study.
To conclude from this section’s review of the literature, a shared definition of longterm commitment remains elusive; thus, there was a need to look at research that addressed
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activists/activism at varying years after their initial actions. The focus of the reviewed
research was not directly on the topic of constructing a definition of long-term. They were
more relevant to the impact of activism in the 1960s and early 1970s (mostly undefined)
years later and, in some instances, on what the various levels of engagement had in later
life. A noted exception was Andrews’ (1991) work on life-long activists. What has
potential for relevance for the current study are some of the research findings on motivation
(e.g., the intensity of their involvement) in which the authors report impacted the ability of
activists to maintain their commitment (Abramowitz & Nassi 1981; Fendrich, 1974;
Jennings, 1987; Stewart et al., 1998). Having a long view of history and understanding that
small steps have value were other findings and they both appear in the current study
(Andrews, 1991, 2007; Downton & Wehr, 1997). Oskamp et al. (1992) found family
support and strong emotional reactions to political events motivated people to engage and
to remain involved. Cole (1993) affirmed the need to study women activists, including
women of Color, to add their story to the history of the times—this affirmation was also
beneficial to the current research. Yet, a clear definition of long-term that could be used
for this study was missing.
For purposes of this study, I define long-term much as Andrews (1991) did, that is,
activists who have engaged in peace and social justice work for a span of 30 to 50 years,
and given the generational cohort under study, this would mean from the late 1950s, the
1960s, and early 1970s to the present. The critical juncture of time would be activism on
the issues of civil rights, Vietnam War, and women’s liberation. It is a cohort of women
who are available to study and who continue to be presently engaged. It is my cohort.
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Boundaries of Time—The Generational Cohort
In Geeks & Geezer: How Era, Values, and Defining Moments Shape Leaders,
Bennis and Thomas (2002) emphasized that eras are important because they define
individuals and present them with shared histories and culture. “Eras . . . are characterized
by defining events and may occur every 20 years or less” (p. 10). As noted at this
dissertation’s outset, this study is focused on, and limited to, activists who began their
activism in the era referred to in popular culture as the 1960s and 1970s. It is important to
now spend time identifying some of the highlights of that period as they provide the
historical context for this generational cohort. I need to underscore that this section will
not provide a detailed rendering of the social, political, economic, and cultural structures
and practices of the period. Rather, the effort will be made to provide an overview that
highlights the most significant movements during the period, as these movements were
precisely the context for the initial activism of this dissertation’s participants. The goal is
to include a flavor to these formative events, such that the participants’ responses in the
survey and interview will have contextual meaning.
Great changes in United States occurred during the period from the late 1950s
through the early 1970s, and these continue to reverberate today as the generation that grew
up in that period now moves into retirement (Anderson, 1995; Farber, 1994a; Gitlin, 1993;
Unger & Unger, 1998). As Farber (1994a) stated:
As a result of what America did in the sixties, the United States changed
dramatically. Equal opportunity became far more possible, foreign policy again
was openly debated, freedom of expression exploded. America became a far more
inclusive society, and social justice became a national priority. (p. 5)
Four of the most visible and culturally transformative movements of these times were the
civil rights movement, the anti-war movement, the women’s liberation movement, and the
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counter-culture youth movement. Below is a summative section inclusive of each of these
movements to provide a backdrop to the cohort studied in this research. It is within these
movements where the cohort participants come and from where many started their lifetimes
of commitment to peace and social justice activism.
The 1960s and 1970s. There are numerous historical factors that led to the socialpolitical activism of the 1960s and 1970s. Halberstam (1993), in The Fifties, highlighted in
great detail factors that set the stage for the upcoming turmoil that erupted in the
subsequent decade including the emergence of the baby boom children coming of age and
accessing postsecondary education in record numbers, and the relative affluence of postwar America that enabled many, mostly Whites, to come out of the economic deprivation
experienced during WWII and, for some, the Great Depression. This new middle-class
affluence created a climate of conformity that was then challenged when the children of
these adults entered college. Nuclear war capabilities, the demise of McCarthyism, and the
mass access to television contributed to awareness among young people of the tenuous and
interdependent nature of their world, and the possibility to change it. Within these and
other confluent events emerged the several movements relevant to this dissertation because
they were powerful influences on and movements that framed the activities and
experiences of the current study’s participants.
It is generally agreed that the defining moment for what has become referred to as
the civil rights movement for this generational cohort started on November 1, 1960, when
four Black students from Greensboro College in North Carolina asked to be served at a
Woolworth’s lunch counter. Rather than leave when the usual “We do not serve Negroes
here” response was stated; they stayed. Although other monumental events had occurred
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prior to this, such as the 1953 killing of Emmitt Till, the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycott,
and the 1954 landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown versus Board of Education
striking down the separate but equal laws, these events did not create a mass national civil
rights movement. Greensboro did. As noted by Anderson (1995):
The lunch counter sit-ins, which were a decisive break with earlier civil rights
demonstrations and with cold war culture . . . ignited a young generation of Blacks
to become activists, and more important, they stimulated some southern and many
northern Whites to participate in something they began calling “the movement.” (p.
45)
With television showing Black students being beaten and dragged in the streets,
southern and northern Blacks and Whites witnessed the racism that, in the past, had been
hidden from most. This viewing of the antithesis of America’s cold-war ideology of
“equality and justice for all” and the disparity between the ideal and reality caused many
students to question their country in profound ways. And it was the students. As Anderson
(1995) stated “student participation and leadership in 1960 set a pattern for the movement
during the entire decade. Students were ideal protesters since compared with the rest of
society they had little to lose” (p. 49).
Organizations such as the Student Nonviolent Coordination Committee (SNCC),
formed in 1960 as a student-run organization, resisted attempts by more established
organizations to incorporate them. The long-lived National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Southern Christian Leadership Council
(SCLC), and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) all wanted student or youth chapters,
but the SNCC students determined to remain a separate organization. They were more
radical and impatient than their elders and wanted to experience equality now, not later.
Sit-ins spread to over 200 cities and paved the way for the next phase of protests, the

72
Freedom Rides. The Freedom Rides involved hundreds of northern White and Black
students coming to the South in busses to continue protesting southern policies of
“segregation of buses and terminal waiting rooms, restaurants, and restrooms” (Anderson,
1995, p. 51). Many activists got their beginning by participating in the Freedom Rides, as
well as the subsequent voter registration drives.
The violence experienced by the Freedom Riders and, later, by those working in
voter registration drives, was now televised worldwide, showing not only people in the
U.S., but others abroad the brutality experienced by citizens within the presumptive bastion
of democracy. No longer was southern violence against Black Americans in the shadows.
The students had brought it into the public eye and it became a rallying call for moderates
and radical activists alike.
The more militant civil rights activists joined groups like the Brown Berets and
Black Panthers, which grew out of the southern civil rights SNCC. Nationalist groups such
as Ron Karenga’s US Organization were also created.
The year 1960 also saw the emergence of two other critical organizations that
deeply influenced and offered students opportunities to express their burgeoning awareness
of some of the systemic issues facing their generation: nuclear war and democracy itself.
The National Committee for a SANE Nuclear Policy (SANE) and Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS) were formed on campuses all over the country. Both
organizations held meetings to determine how to influence the direction of the country
away from war and toward a more just democracy (Anderson, 1995, p. 61), or in terms of a
previous part of this chapter, activists worked in both positive and negative peace efforts.
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Fresh from some of the successes of the civil rights activism, students believed in their
power to influence other concerning problems.
As optimistic as demonstrators were, the next eight years created a shift in activism.
The assassinations of President Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther
King, Jr. were significant shocks to the spirit of optimism and hope. President Lyndon
Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, taking much of the energy out of the civil rights
movement, yet discrimination remained. Looming on the horizon was the escalation of the
Vietnam War, which was making its way onto the evening news, viewed by millions on
their televisions, just as the civil rights violence had been, in ways that war had never been
previously exposed.
Student consciousness was raised during the civil rights movement as to the
inequities in the United States between Blacks and Whites. Toward the end of his life,
Martin Luther King, Jr. returned to his original mission of addressing economic disparities,
which is what brought him to Memphis in support of the sanitation workers and to organize
the Poor People’s Campaign. King also articulated the connection between the drafting of
young poor, mostly Black and other people of Color in the United States to fight in the
Vietnam War, a fight that was not clearly understood by many other than as a Cold War
effort to stop the spread of communism via the domino theory. That is, if this small
country called Vietnam thousands of miles from United States shores became communist,
then all of Southeast Asia would follow, thus, somehow, threatening U.S. national interests.
The Vietnam War sparked the anti-draft movement, which grew with organized
draft card burnings and attacks on campus military recruiting stations and Reserve Officer
Training Corps (ROTC) programs. Teach-ins occurred all over the country where students
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and faculty shared analyses making connections between the war, poverty, and racism, and
Eisenhower’s prior concerns over the military-industrial complex. The Mobilization
Against the War organized hundreds of thousands of activists, not only students, but others
who more and more saw poverty programs being cut and horrific scenes of napalm’s
impact as the U.S. attempted to deforest Vietnam (both in the South and the North).
Demonstrations nationwide against the war were increasing: students, angered over
university complicity in war research, occupied buildings and shut down the institutions for
weeks or longer at a time. Police intervention fueled feelings of anger when students were
dragged out of university buildings. And, in some cases, the results were worse.
Memories of the deaths of students shot by national guardsmen at Kent State and Jackson
State still bring tears to activists who got their start during those days.
During this same cauldron of a decade, Caesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta inspired
the nonviolent farm workers’ movement in California, and many young activists learned to
picket stores, engage in boycotts, and join strikes. A rich counter culture experience spread
across the country through music, drugs, and an anti-consumerist mentality. Hippies were
turning on, tuning in, and dropping out as Timothy Leary said, and the drug LSD gained
stature in the Summer of Love. While not politically inspired or activist in nature, many of
those identified in the counter culture acted in personal ways to build alternative futures, as
referenced at the beginning of this chapter.
Organizations seemed to span other organizations with great rapidity, based on
expedience or ideology. SDS held its last convention in 1969 (Gitlin, 1993) with one spin
off becoming the Weather Underground, an underground organization that believed in the
use of force to resist state violence. The urgency to stop the killing in Vietnam was
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strongly drawing people from all walks of life to engage however they could as part of the
movement. The movement was not ideologically driven. “Movement connotes all activists
who demonstrated for social change. Anyone could participate. There were no
membership cards. Activists usually appeared at the protest because they held similar
positions on an issue” (Anderson, 1995, preface). And, it was widespread.
While people in certain areas of the country obviously demonstrated more often,
and more vigorously than in other locales, social activism became almost a national
phenomenon that eventually involved all types and ages of Americans. Those who
demonstrated in Iowa City, Atlanta, New Orleans, Reno, Seattle, or Austin felt just
as much part of the movement as those in Berkeley, New York City, or
Washington, DC. (Anderson, 1995, preface)
Among “all types” who participated were women. Women were involved in all of
the activism that occurred. However, their role and lack of acknowledgement in those
movements was creating an awakening in them. As with other oppressed groups who
fought in WWII for freedom only to come home to racism, many women activists started to
question why they were being treated as second-class citizens by the men within the
liberation movements. As more questions were asked, more discontent occurred. Thus
was the birthing of what has been called the second wave of the women’s liberation
movement. The women’s movement “brought the war home,” as was often said. No
longer was the political to be only in the public sphere, but it was to be included in the
private sphere.
As stated in Chapter I, much of the story of the 1960s and 1970s chronicles the
exploits and leadership of men (Anderson, 1995; Farber, 1994a; Gitlin, 1993; Unger &
Unger, 1998). Yet, at the same time, these accountings of history credit the women’s
movement for its contribution to the huge cultural shift that occurred, and is still occurring
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in America. Noted exceptions to the chronicles that made women disappear are books by
Aptheker (2006) and Wilkerson (2007), both authored by women.
Sparked by Betty Friedan’s (1963) The Feminine Mystique, many, mostly White
middle class, women came to understand the discontent they were feeling by living the
American dream of being a housewife after achieving intellectual success in colleges and
universities. All women in the U.S. were impacted by the passage Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act (CRA) of 1964 relative to the section barring employment discrimination. An
attempt was made by southern democrats to defeat the legislation that would address race,
national origin, and religion discrimination by adding sex as a protected category. The
ploy failed. In addition, the passage of Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972
further reduced barriers women students felt in confronting sex segregated programs,
dorms, and university policies.
Reform efforts focusing on women by the late 1960s early 1970s were already
underway. Early in the decade, President Kennedy had created the Commission on the
Status of Women and, in 1964, Johnson appointed a woman to the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission, an outgrowth of the 1964 CRA (Unger & Unger, 1998, pp. 194195). In 1966, the National Organization for Women (NOW) was started.
These reform efforts, however, were not enough for younger, more radical women,
who started meeting in consciousness-raising groups where discussions occurred about
oppression on a personal, political, and systemic level. Rather than talk about reform, the
conversation shifted to liberation, in line with the other liberation struggles that came about
via the civil rights and anti-war movements, in which many of these same women
participated (Unger & Unger, 1998, p. 195).
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As Aptheker (2006) stated:
Rising from the cauldron of the most terrible personal pain, women of all hues,
cultures, classes, and geographical sites broke their long-held silences. As a result,
we came to understand that the personal is political—or, more precisely, that the
personal reveals the political. (p. 3)
This new feminism grew over the next decade with a focus on patriarchy, not just
capitalism and “it would alter the underlying relations in American life more fundamentally
than any other movement that came to life during the volcanic decade of revolt” (p. 196).
This was the cauldron that fed the personal and political development of many women,
some of whom are included in this dissertation. What keeps them going all of these years
when the fires no longer burned as intensely as they did in the 1960s and 1970s?
And what has been the lasting impact on those young activists as they moved
through their lives? The fact that, in 2008, a Black man was elected as the President of the
United States is an incredible statement of the success of the struggles of the 1960s civil
rights movement. The fact that a woman, Senator Hillary Clinton, was a serious contender
for the presidency of the United States in 2008 was the fruit of the consciousness-raising
group’s women held in living rooms and kitchens all over the country during the 1960s and
1970s. And, although unsuccessful in preventing the United States from entering into
armed conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, the demonstrations of the 1960s and 1970s against
the Vietnam War gave guidance, hope, and support to the same and new people of
conscience who wished to influence the government by making their voices heard through
mass protests. The lessons of Vietnam were spoken loudly in the halls of Congress by
those who lived through those times and wished not to embark on the path that leads
inevitably to the huge losses and damaging of life that war creates. Credit should be given
and gratitude expressed to the people who protested in the 1960s and 1970s.

78
This brings us to the purpose of the current study: To understand what has enabled
these activists to maintain life-long involvement in social justice activism. Unlike other
activist cohorts, such as those engaged in the 1930s labor movement, the cohort members
for this study are plentiful and still active. Their availability is a critical factor in my
choosing them. Their longevity of activism is another criterion; they are still working, 40
years later. Therein lies the question of this study: what keeps them going?
Essentialism and Feminist Standpoint Theory
As this study is focused on women activists only, the concepts of essentialism and
feminist standpoint theory are relevant and briefly covered here. Essentialism is the idea
that certain characteristics, some biological and others not of a biological nature, can be
attributed to a large group and those characteristics will not vary among group members, in
other words, the characteristic is essential to that group. Schwandt (1997) explained
essentialism this way: “This is a metaphysical doctrine that holds that objects have
essences, that is, intrinsic identifying or characterizing properties that constitute their real,
true nature” (p. 40). Relevant to this study Schwandt went on to say “some feminists argue
for essential features of men’s and women’s biology, identity, and gender” (p. 40).
Essentialism is not a new concept. Essentializing women means that certain
characteristics are attributed to all women regardless of geographic location, age, class,
ability, and so on. The characteristics are attributed to women simply because they are
women. With the biological distinction of being the producers of life, a certain
commonality is attributed only to them and not to males. However, not all women are able
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to bear children, so this essentializing statement and such broad-brush statements 18 can be
challenged.
Common examples of essentialism based on gender are statements that women are
inherently more compassionate than men or that men’s base response to conflict is to resort
to using war rather than dialogue. Gender-based generalizations such as these are
controversial because, although women and men both constitute distinct groups, there is no
place to acknowledge differing characteristics within each group that might dispel such
global statements.
The concept of essentialism is important to address given the nature of this study,
which is about a specific cohort of women activists. My approach is not to assume there
are essential attributes or characteristics about the experience of social justice activism
inherently because these are women, but rather to investigate what factors arise from the
data to answer the study’s question of what sustains them in their activism. At the same
time, I am curious as to whether factors identified by these women activists can be
understood in ways that connect to their positionality in social structures.
The concept of essentialism challenges the researcher to understand personal
perspectives on this topic. In this instance, I am drawn to the work of Miller (1986),
Gilligan (1982), Aptheker (2006), and Belenky et al. (1997). All spoke of a woman’s way
of knowing and consciousness, even though there was acknowledgement of the
differentiation within the group based on class, sexual orientation, race, and geographic
location, among other distinctions. As Aptheker noted, “In an androcentric (male based)
world, women (as females) are relegated to a subordinate position through cultural patterns
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However, it is true that no man is able to become pregnant.
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and norms, law, religion and social relations” (pp. 12-13). Their scholarship resonates with
me because I believe there is something about a woman’s knowledge based on how she has
been situated in society that is different than a man’s. At this point, however, I am not
prepared to either name or ascribe a privilege or value to those differences.
At the same time, I am sensitive to some of the exclusionary potential of
essentializing. For example, if men are warlike, what does that mean for organizing and
building peaceful alliances between men and women toward a common goal to end war as
an option to resolving conflict? And, how does one account for all the men who are
pacifists? And, if all women are compassionate, how does that account for women who
abuse or kill others? It is clear I sit in two places on this issue of what can and should be
included in essentializing by gender. However, I am not troubled by my indecision for I
believe the jury is still out on many factors that constitute the human condition and until
and when we have gender parity within the research community I do not believe this issue
can be resolved, and perhaps not even then. I am clear, however, within this study of when
I believe it appropriate to speak in the more general and attend to when it is inappropriate.
Standpoint theory differs from essentialism in that it is the social conditions of the
members of a group that enable a consciousness to emerge that is different from, and
feminists argue, have as much or perhaps greater validity than that of the dominant culture.
There must be data to support such a standpoint to distinguish it from merely being a
difference of opinion or a viewpoint. Harding (2004) stated, “standpoint is an
achievement—something for which oppressed groups must struggle, something that
requires both science and politics” (p. 8). For example, Marx believed that the
positionality of the working class (i.e., in relationship to the ownership of the means of
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production) had the potential for them to develop class and, thus, a revolutionary
consciousness. That consciousness would enable the working class to rebel against their
current position and move to one of assuming ownership of the means of production,
which, in turn, would benefit all of society. Thus, standpoint theory is more substantial
than a viewpoint or opinion and usually challenges a larger social belief.
The idea of feminist standpoint theory emerged out of the 1960s and early 1970s
women’s liberation movements (Harding, 2004, p. 1). Standpoint theory gives the
particular oppressed subject or group of people a way of expressing and educating its
members of a different worldview than that offered by the dominant hegemonic culture,
one which can account for the social, cultural, and political context of their lives. It can
help explain why things are the way they are, depersonalizing them, removing them from
each individual absorbing the erroneous message of inferiority, and thus, deserving of
oppression. It also can chart paths of action to change the relationship of dominator and
subordinate. Given its counter-establishment stance and its ability to promote activism to
remedy inequalities, it is easy to see why feminist standpoint theory continues to be
debated. First, it is a theory created by women (not all women were involved in its
creation, but its genesis was woman-born), which is a direct challenge to the patriarchy.
Second, it offers a liberation construct by de-individualizing oppression and elevating it to
a social scale. Third, it offers a call to change the relationship, thus threatening the existing
dominator group.
Challenges to feminist standpoint theory occurred within the feminist standpoint
theory community, forcing open the concept of inter-domination with the descriptors of
“women.” When reviewing some of the early scholarship on this topic (Harding, 2004), it
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appears that, within the group concept of women, there is also a dominator-dominated
relationship with White intellectual women holding the former space and women of Color,
lesbians, women with disabilities, and so on, holding the latter. bell hooks (as cited in
Sandoval, 2004) illuminated this when she wrote that although “feminist theory is the
guiding set of beliefs and principles that become the basis for action, the development of
feminist theory is a task permitted only within the ‘hegemonic dominance’ and approval of
White academic women” (p. 198).
One of the factors that leads to much debate within feminist scholarship (Harding,
2004) is whether or not there is a definitive construction of feminist standpoint theory.
Harding’s (2004) edited volume, The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader: Intellectual and
Political Controversies, contains over 20 authors contributing to the discussion of feminist
standpoint theory. As originally constructed, feminist standpoint theory not only brought
to the fore the marginalized in society, but also posited that the standpoint of the
marginalized was privileged, that is, their perspective and knowing was a better truth to the
reality of social and political experiences than that expressed by the dominator group. This
concept of privileging caused much debate in the feminist literature and if Wylie’s (as cited
in Harding, 2004) statement is to be accepted, this no longer is in debate. She stated:
As fractious as this recent debate has been, however, there are some things on
which everyone agrees. Whatever form standpoint theory takes, if it is to be viable
it must not imply or assume two distinctive theses with which it is often associated:
First, standpoint theory must not presuppose an essentialist definition of the
social categories or collectivities in terms of which epistemically relevant
standpoints are characterized. Second, it must not be aligned with a thesis of
automatic epistemic privilege; standpoint theorist cannot claim that those who
occupy particular standpoints (usually subdominant, oppressed, marginal
standpoints) automatically know more, or know better, by virtue of their social,
political location. (pp. 340-341)
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Wylie’s including the word “automatic” in speaking of epistemic privilege leads me to
agree with her statement. I believe there could be instances where a marginalized group’s
knowledge is privileged. For example, when trying to understand what it is like to live on
state or federal aid such as welfare, those who live in those circumstances have privileged
knowledge over those in Congress who construct the rules that determine those living
conditions.
Feminist standpoint theory is not polished or straightforward; it is messy and one of
its messier places is in trying to define the group in a collective way such as Black women,
Asian women, lesbians, and so on, yet at the same time acknowledging the diversity within
any particular group. For example, there are economic distinctions within the group called
women, as there are political, racial, geographic, sexual identity, ableism differences, and
more. So, how to both represent a collective yet honor the particular within any group
becomes an issue. Hekman (as cited in Harding, 2004) attempted to resolve this in her
essay, “Truth and Method: Feminist Standpoint Theory Revisited.” Hekman presented the
difficulties of establishing a “truth claim” (p. 226), which is a homogenous concept for a
group and at the same time acknowledging the heterogeneity of its members. She resolved
this dilemma by suggesting feminists adopt “Weber’s methodology and specifically, his
concept of the ideal type” (p. 236). The forming of the ideal type is accomplished:
By the [researcher’s] one-sided accentuation of one or more points of view and by
the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and
occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena, which are arranged according
to one-sided emphasized viewpoints to a unified analytic contract. (pp. 236-237)
By using this ideal type method, Hekman (as cited in Harding, 2004) hoped to
eliminate the dilemma of both acknowledging multiple standpoints within the group and
having to decide which to choose among them to form a group truth. Hekman’s article was
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challenged by a number of scholars (Collins, 2004; Harding, 2004; Hartsock, 2004; Smith,
2004). The general criticism was that Heckman depoliticized feminist standpoint theory.
As Collins (2004) put it:
Standpoint theory never was designed to be argued as a theory of truth or method.
Hekman’s article simply misses the point of standpoint theory overall. By
decontextualizing standpoint theory from its initial moorings in a knowledge/power
framework while simultaneously recontextualizing it in an apolitical discussion of
feminist truth and method, Hekman essentially depoliticizes the potentially radical
content of standpoint theory. (p. 247)
Smith (2004) raised a slightly different issue, making a distinction between feminist
standpoint and women’s standpoint:
First, I am not proposing a feminist standpoint at all; taking up women’s standpoint
as I have developed it is not at all the same thing and has nothing to do with
justifying feminist knowledge. Second, I am not arguing that women’s standpoint
is rooted in a reality of any kind. Rather, I am arguing that women’s standpoint
returns us to the actualities of our lives as we live them in the local particularities of
the everyday/everynight worlds in which our bodily being anchors us. (p. 264)
Smith was articulating a further distinction that emerges when discussing standpoint
theory. As she stated, there is a difference between feminist standpoint theory and
women’s standpoint. The former is a political concept used to express the thinking of the
oppressed in a dominator/subordinate system and the latter is an acknowledgement and
expression of women’s lives. Aptheker (1989), for example, is interested in women’s
consciousness in her Tapestries of Life: Women’s Work, Women’s Consciousness, and the
Meaning of Daily Experience. In her first chapter, Aptheker explained how she crafted the
content of the book:
I began then, with this idea: women have a consciousness of social reality that is
distinct from that put forth by men. That is, women have a distinct way of seeing
and interpreting the world. This is not to say that all women have the same
consciousness or share the same beliefs. It is to say that women of each particular
culture or group have a consciousness, a way of seeing, which is common to
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themselves as women in that it is distinct from the way men of their culture or
group see things. All women share this process of distinction. (p. 12)
Aptheker was in alignment with Smith (2004) and others (Miller, 1986; Gilligan, 1982;
Belenky et al., 1997) as it relates to wanting to capture women’s consciousness, not
necessarily to promote a political position. A political position might result from such a
standpoint, but is not its defining purpose or characteristic.
What emerges from these exchanges in the scholarship captured in Harding’s
(2004) edited volume is the continuing dialogue of how to address the known and apparent
“yes, but” statements that arise when attempting to formulate a stance based on feminist
standpoint theory. What does not seem to be in debate is that standpoint theory is
important to understand and a vehicle for expressing the views of those in the margins of a
hierarchical dominator/subordinate social system.
Within the context of this dissertation it is important to recognize the concept of
standpointness. It is important to consider the findings related to factors that sustained these
women activists from the perspective of their situatedness in social structures and systems
such as the family and social relations.
The research in this study does not assume all women have the same experience. In
fact, the only commonalities proscribed by the study were that the participants be women
and to have been activists during the civil rights, anti Vietnam War, or women’s liberation
movements of the 1960s and early 1970s. I was deliberate in insuring racial and
geographic diversity within the participants, hoping to discover if there were any factors
that were similar to what enables them to sustain their activism. In other words, I was
looking at women in a global context and discovering the inter-group similarities and
differences. I did not expect the data to result in my capacity to articulate or discover an
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essentialist aspect about women activists. Not only because the sample size was too small,
but because that was not my intention. My analysis, as stated previously, came from a
composite of standpoints, not just a feminist one for political purposes, utilizing whichever
and whatever combination assisted me in obtaining the clearest understanding of what the
participants chose to share.
I must also articulate the standpoint I assume when analyzing the survey and
interview data. As with standpoint theory, my positionality has shifted over the years to its
current space. As a lifelong learner, I understand that my current standpoint may again
shift. For now, my analysis resides unified within three places: cultural Marxian, 19
feminist, and spiritual standpoint. I was raised with a class-conscious worldview and in my
20s, due to participating in the second wave of the women’s movement, was able to
incorporate a feminist standpoint. Although at times, it seemed one standpoint tried to
exert dominance over the other, this was resolved situationally. That is, whichever
standpoint most enabled a clear view of a dominator/subordinator relationship in any given
situation was the one called upon. With further maturity, the integration of a spiritual
standpoint has occurred. This latter standpoint is currently the umbrella under which the
feminist and cultural Marxian standpoints reside.
Conclusion
This review of the literature set out to explore the relevant concepts, develop
working definitions, and provide a context for this generational experience. The terms
used in the current study needing definition were activism, social justice, and long-term

19

As a “red diaper” baby, that is, a child raised by U.S. Communist party members, I absorbed my parent’s
communistic worldview. There was never any formal Marxist education. I came to understand class
differences and inherited a bias against bosses, a respect for labor, distaste for capitalism, and a respect for
communal or cooperative existence.
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commitment. Understanding the concept of peace, creating a clarification of the chosen
time period of initial activist engagement, and incorporating concepts from adult
development theory, essentialism, and feminist standpoint theory have also been included.
The paucity of agreement on many terms has allowed for the assertion of definitions
specific to this study. A definition of activism and/or an activist was mostly situated within
the context of organizational affiliation, rather than as a stand-alone concept with one noted
exception. Justice and social justice definitions were far-reaching and inconclusive. The
concept of long-term or life-long commitment varied and was most often contained not in
research designed to define it, but rather in looking at other factors of interest, such as
attitudes and motivation of cohorts the researchers studied over differing lengths of time.
In summary, my definitions are that an activist is a person who engages in a
deliberate public action that challenges the status quo when the status quo promotes social
injustice. I define social justice as addressing structural disparities in the human condition
that create disproportional acquisition of economic, social, or political power, the effect of
which leaves people exploited, marginalized, and denied dignity and respect by the
dominant culture. I ascribe to the concepts of peace that are inclusive of both negative and
positive peace, and the pursuit of the inner peace spiritual teaching espouse as long as the
resultant acquisition of inner peace is used in an external way to promote peace and social
justice activities. I have determined that the concept of long-term commitment includes a
lifetime span of activism between 30 and 50 years. And finally, I do not assume all women
activists are driven by inherent characteristics simply because they are women and I bring
to this research my standpoint as a pragmatic feminist radical.
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The cohort of the 1960s and 1970s has been at the forefront of social change for the
past 40 or more years. As a new generation appears to be taking the helm in national
politics, it is important to understand the work of this past cohort and explore what
maintained their lives of activism and commitment to social justice. This study will
hopefully contribute to that understanding.
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Chapter III: Methodology
Purpose
This mixed methods study was designed to uncover the factors that sustain U.S.
women’s life-long peace and social justice activism. To do so, the study explored the
experiences of a specific cohort of women, situated in the United States, over the course of
30 to 40 or more years of sustained commitment of activism in peace and social justice
work. The scholarship to date has not documented the survival strategies of this cohort of
women who entered their activism by challenging the status quo through the civil rights,
anti-Vietnam War, and women’s liberation movements of the early 1960s and 1970s. This
study was undertaken to fill that gap.
The research questions focused on issues of sustainability and persistence for U.S.
peace and social justice women activists who entered their activism through the civil rights
movement, anti-Vietnam War, women’s liberation movements of the early 1960s and
1970s and continue working for peace and social justice today. What were the primary
factors that sustained these women, and how do they assess them? What was the role of
race/ethnicity and gender on their experiences of persistence? When did they face fear and
how did they address it and maintain commitment? In what ways did the factors that
sustained them change over time? In what ways did the focus of their activities change
over time? When they faced burn-out how did they address it and maintain commitment?
The Method
I chose mixed methods as the appropriate research approach to obtain the data to
address these questions. As stated by Creswell and Plano Clark (2007), “mixed methods
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research involves the collection, analysis, and mixing of both quantitative and qualitative
data” (p. 168). Likewise, McMillan and Wergin (2006) stated:
Quantitative research with its structure and no-nonsense measurement, can cut
through the tangle of competing claims and anecdotes; qualitative research, with its
focus on description and understand, can lend meaning and insight to what
otherwise would be a sterile display of statistics. (p. 128)
A mixed methods sequential approach assumes both types of data will result in a better
understanding of the research question than one data type alone could produce. I used an
explanatory design, which “is a two-phase mixed methods design. The overall purpose of
this design is that qualitative data helps explain or build upon initial quantitative results”
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, pp. 71-72). The data collection is sequential (quantitative
to qualitative) because it works well with explanatory designs. As stated by Creswell and
Plano Clark (2007), “in this type of data collection, the quantitative and qualitative data
collections are related to each other and not independent” (p. 121). That is, “the results of
the first step [are] used to inform the second step” (McMillan & Wergin, 2006, p. 129).
The study involved purposeful sampling (McMillan & Wergin, 2006, p. 95) to
gather the quantitative data through use of an online survey (see Appendix B) primarily
used to identify key demographic and other information. A subset of survey participants
were invited to participate in the qualitative stage of the study, the semi-structured
interview. The qualitative data gathered through semi-structured interviews helped
“understand how and why behaviors occur [red]” (McMillan & Wergin, 2006, p. 94), thus
providing deeper meaning to some of the findings from the survey.
When choosing a research method, it is important to answer two key questions: the
first is whether the method chosen best suits the research question. The second is whether
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the researcher is comfortable using the method. I answer both of these questions in the
affirmative.
Quantitative phase: Non-experimental descriptive research. At this stage of my
research, I was not interested in discovering cause and effect, but in acquiring knowledge
that represents the average or frequency of certain answers. Thus, I determined that a nonexperimental study “in which there is no control over what may influence subjects’
responses” (McMillan & Wergin, 2006, p. 4) was appropriate. In addition, it is descriptive
research, using simple “statistics such as frequencies, percentages, averages [and using]
visual images such as . . . pie charts, and bar graphs” (McMillan & Wergin, 2006, p. 5).
This information helped me form some initial impression and tease out any emerging
themes relative to the factors that sustain women’s long-term social justice activism. I was
able to determine the number of women with the same or different responses to what
factors were identified that sustained/sustains their engagement in social justice activism,
how many were at a particular age when they first engaged in activism, the nature and
frequency of certain activities, and the like. In addition, I was able to see if geography,
race, economic status, or education among other factors elicited differing responses to the
questions.
I used a self-designed survey instrument, disseminated electronically (as my
participant pool resides throughout the United States) to acquire the data, which, in
addition to shedding light on emerging themes, was the basis for selecting participants for
the qualitative part of my inquiry. The survey was a way to obtain data from a sample of
women larger than at the quantitative phase. In addition, Klandermans and Smith (2002)
stated “surveys can help us answer some questions . . . but the answers they provide are

92
often constrained. . . . When analyzed along with other sources of evidence . . . surveys can
produce rich insight” (p. 26).
As discussed more fully later in this chapter, I used a snowballing technique to
secure names of potential survey respondents (Charmaz, 2001; Merriam, 1998). Using this
technique and in preparation for this study, I obtained the names of more than 70 women
who either volunteered or were referred to me by others they believed would be both
interested and appropriate participants. I invited all 70, plus additional names that surfaced
once the study began, to participate in the survey. Those who were willing were asked to
complete an informed consent form and then given the link to the web-based survey. I
used Survey Monkey and Microsoft Excel databases for sorting and analyzing the
quantitative responses.
In addition to gaining pertinent information from this larger group, the survey
instrument was also a way to enter the conversation with the women who, in most
instances, I did not know and who did not know me. There is some safety in using a
survey. It contains a degree of distance and impersonality. Given the topic and the
particular demographic of the participant pool, the emotional well-being of participants and
the edict of do no harm 20 when engaged in human subject research remained a concern.
When a woman took the survey and was approached later to be interviewed, thus shifting
the relationship between the researcher and the participant from one of distance to one that
is more intimate, she had time to determine whether she wished to engage further and more
deeply into this topic and process.

20

See U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Code of Federal Regulations, Title 45 Public Welfare
Part 46 Protection of Human Subjects.
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The instrument I constructed, piloted four times involving a total of 10 individuals
including two members of my Ph.D. program cohort, had few open-ended questions.
Although there were opportunities for participants to offer comments after most questions,
I reserved the exploration and expansion of particular answers for the interview phase. In
other words, the survey helped surface information which was more fully explored through
the subsequent interviews (McMillan & Wergin, 2006).
Qualitative phase: Semi-structured interviews. Using interviewing for research
is well documented (Charmaz, 2001; Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Edwards, 1992;
Klandermans & Staggenborg, 2002; Kvale, 1996; McMillan & Wergin, 2006; Renzetti &
Lee, 1992; Seale, Gobo, & Gubrium, 2004). One of the strengths of interviewing, and thus
my interest, is that I wished to have a conversation with the participants, believing personal
engagement would allow feelings and deep thinking to occur (Charmaz, 2001, p. 676).
Kvale (1996) broke the word interview into its parts—inter and view—to stress his point of
interviewing being a conversation between two people about a theme of mutual interest
(p. 14). My ontological perspective was that great wisdom lies within the common people
who lived lives of commitment to peace and social justice. Interviewing was an
appropriate method to tap into and illuminate that wisdom.
The type of interviewing I used was semi-structured. Blee and Taylor (as cited in
Klandermans & Staggenborg, 2002) addressed semi-structured interviews specifically as it
relates to social movement research and affirmed that such an approach “provide[s] greater
breath and depth of information, the opportunity to discover the [participant’s] experience
and interpretation of reality and access to people’s ideas, thoughts, and memories in their
own words” (pp. 92-93). The authors further stated that semi-structured interviews enable
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the researcher to find the “themes and categories of analysis that are generated” (p. 94). As
opposed to structured interviews or the more free-flowing method of grounded theory
interviewing, the semi-structured interviews allow flexibility within a guiding framework
to obtain more detail to some of the answers to key questions from the survey. It helped
me and the participant stay focused while, at the same time, gave the women opportunity to
explain and expand upon their initial responses. By delving more deeply through
interviews, I was better able to identify emerging themes, which was the purpose of this
research.
The Research Process
There are different ways to locate and involve participants in a research study and
those various mechanisms are heavily determined by the nature of the inquiry itself.
Merriam (1998) cited those she considered the more common ones as “typical, unique,
maximum variation, convenience, snowball, chain, and network sampling” (p. 62).
Snowball is the type of sampling I used for this study, as well as “purposeful sampling
[also called] criterion-based selection [which] is based on the assumption that the
[researcher] wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a
sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 61). The criteria used for the survey
participation were:
1. Women in the United States
2. Long-term peace and social justice activists
3. A history of persistent/sustainable activism
4. A generational component of coming to activism in the 1960s and 1970s
The rationale for these criteria consisted of the following points:
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1. A paucity of women-centered research on this topic exists in general; in
addition my focus on U.S. women is congruent with my cultural competence.
2. Few studies about activists with over 40 years of engagement exist; there is
much research on peace and social justice activists, however, very little of it is
women-only focused.
3. General research on issues of sustainability and persistence of activism exist,
but the research defines these concepts to include much shorter timeframes than
my research definition; virtually none of the research found to date on
sustainability and persistence research is women-specific.
4. My interest is in my generational cohort of women social justice activists, not
prior generations.
In preparation for this dissertation study, I sent an initial letter soliciting names (see
Appendix C) to the following lists via email:
•

MOACA (Methods of Administration Coordinators Association)—a national
list of over 50 civil rights monitors.

•

NAME (National Association of Multicultural Educators)—a national list
containing over 1,300 educators working to improve educational opportunities
for the disenfranchised.

•

Rethinking Schools—a national list of over 1000 radical educators who seek to
reform educational institutions a the classroom level and above.

•

NH Peace Action—a New Hampshire list of over 500 peace and social justice
activists.
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•

A3M (April 3rd Movement)—a national list of over 200 people active in the
Stanford University anti war movement of the 1960s.

•

Additional contacts—over 40 peace and social justice women activists I was
personally familiar with, as well as faculty and students in my doctoral program.

Thus, at a minimum, over 3,000 people involved in peace and social justice work received
my letter soliciting names for this study. It should be noted that not all of these 3,000 or
more people would be considered activists by my research definition. However, most
would understand and have a stake in creating a more just and equitable world. Because of
the snowballing process, it is not possible to know how many people actually received the
letter of solicitation, nor is it important for this particular study.
I received over 70 replies in the first three weeks of my inquiry from July 23, 2008
to August 13, 2008 (August 30, 2008 was the deadline). I invited all 70 individuals to
participate in the survey. I constructed two databases for follow-up, one of women who
volunteered and the other a list of women whom they recommended. There were two
letters for follow up (see Appendices D and E), as women who volunteered themselves
would not need the letter of introduction created for those who were referrals. No contact
with participants occurred until I obtained approval of the dissertation proposal and then
approval of the study by the program’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). A consent form
in compliance with IRB protocol accompanied all participant contact.
I needed a minimum of 40 participants. When responses from the initial 70 did not
total this amount, I continued to seek additional names using the snowball method until 40
participants were secured. The final number of survey participants was 65, with 57
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completing the survey. As stated previously, 10 women were selected for the qualitative
phase and their selection is discussed later in the chapter.
Quantitative instrument: My survey. Designing a good survey instrument is all
about asking the right questions in the format that enables the respondent to answer most
accurately. I constructed the survey document following standard guidelines (Creative
Research Systems, n.d., VOVICI, n.d.; Walonick, n.d.; WebSurveyor, n.d.).
The survey instrument was piloted four times, each time including at least two
members of my Ph.D. program. Every time, it went through several iterations prior to and
after the piloting. I used Survey Monkey, an online survey instrument, for dissemination
and for some preliminary data analysis, and used Microsoft Excel database for further
analysis. I contacted participants by email asking that they reply within one week, and
upon their agreement to participate, I followed-up with consent forms prior to sending them
the link to the actual survey document. However, experience led me to shorten my original
process. I ultimately combined the invitation to participate with the consent form and the
link to the survey instrument. Participants had two weeks to complete and submit their
responses. All surveys went out at the same time.
The survey was designed so each question required an answer. There was an
optional “other” included as a choice with no further explanation necessary in the event a
participant did not wish to reveal some particular information. This was done to
acknowledge the potential sensitivity of the questions and allow the participant the freedom
to withhold and still complete the instrument.
The survey contains 42 questions with a final section available for additional
participant comments. The most critical questions were about factors that sustain the
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women for the long-term and how they avoided burnout. I sorted responses by race,
geographic location, differing factors the women indicated sustains their activism, and
differing social justice issue to find the subset of women for the follow up semi-structured
interviews.
Once this dissertation receives final acceptance, all survey participants will receive
a thank you for their involvement along with a link to the document so all who wish can
see the results of the survey and what meaning was made of their responses.
Qualitative methodology. From the survey respondents, 10 were selected for
semi-structured interviews lasting between 60 and 90 minutes. I selected my 10 preferred
interviewees based on the following criteria: (a) an ethnic/racial diversity represented, (b)
current geographic location, (c) current focus of activism, and (d) factors that sustain their
activism.
Race/ethnicity was one of the sort factors for this second stage of the research. It
carried more weight than others did. While I am interested in other issues such as
educational level, geography, and class, I wanted to be very deliberate to insure there was
at least 25% to 50% women of color represented for the interview stage. This
deliberateness stemmed from my discovering in a previous doctoral assignment on women
and peacemaking (McKevitt, 2007b) that the literature was a dominated by studies about
White, middle-class women participants. I wished a multi-cultural representation for this
research to represent the diversity of participants in social movements and to fill a gap
articulated by Cole (1993):
Much less has been written by sociologists and psychologists describing the later
life paths of Black activists. This gap in the literature presents not only a political
dilemma, but also a theoretical one . . . we cannot truly understand the impact of the
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movement on its participants when seen only through the eyes of the white student
activists. 21 (p. 25)
Once I identified my preferred 10, I sent a follow-up email (see Appendix F) to
each of the selected women to determine their willingness to continue with the research and
participate in the interview stage. After I received affirmation, I worked with the women to
establish mutually convenient times to have the telephone interview. No second informed
consent was necessary. Criteria included choosing a place and time where the women
could limit or eliminate disturbances so each could focus clearly on the interview. I was
the one responsible for initiating the actual telephone call. There were no charges to the
participant.
All telephone interviews were taped and transcribed by a professional transcription
service and each participant agreed to the taping prior to beginning the interview. There
was a semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix A) generated to frame the
conversation. Follow-up questions from the survey explored, but were not limited to:
•

What was/is it about the factors she identified as sustaining her activism that
caused them to help her maintain her commitment?

•

When and if she experienced fear during her activist times and what enabled her
to overcome or override those fears?

•

When and if she experienced hardship during her activist times and what
enabled her to overcome or override those hardships?

21

Interestingly, Cole (1993) went on to state: “Just as there is very little literature investigating the
consequences of student activism among African Americans in the last 1960s and early 1970s, there is a
similar dearth of research on the later life experiences of women who participated in these movements and
what literature exists, focuses entirely on White women” (p. 28).
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•

When and if she experienced burn-out during her activist times and what
enabled her to overcome or override it?

•

Do you consider yourself as a life-long activist?

•

What, if anything, have you learned from previous women activists?

•

Did the identified factors that sustained the participant change over time, and if
so how did they?

•

In what ways does she feel being a woman affected her commitment to peace
and social justice activism?

•

In what ways does she feel her race/ethnicity affected her commitment to peace
and social justice activism?

•

In what ways does she feel her family background, friends, affected her
commitment to peace and social justice activism?

•

Are there any comments she would offer to current and up and coming activists
on how to survive for the long haul?

I used the concepts associated with content analysis (Krippendorff, 1980; Weber,
1990) to determine what themes emerged from the interviews. As its name implies,
content analysis is the review by the researcher of text(s) to look for the presence of words
and concepts that relate to the researcher’s questions. Texts can be “books, book chapters,
essays, interviews, discussions, newspaper headlines . . . or any occurrence of
communicative language” (Colorado State University, n.d.) Texts can include
transcriptions. The coding of words or phrases can be complex or not. I looked for
concepts that answered my inquiry about factors that sustain women’s long-term activism.
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However, I stayed open to letting the interview add to or alter what I sought. I am in
agreement with Corbin and Strauss’ (2007) statement:
Qualitative analysis is many things, but it is not a process that can be rigidly
codified. What it requires, above all, is an intuitive sense of what is going on in the
data; trust in the self and the research process; and the ability to remain creative,
flexible, and true to the data all at the same time. (p. 16)
I took a selective, or highlighting, approach to analyzing the transcribed text (Hormann,
2007, p. 93). I read the texts, initially highlighting words, ideas, and phrases that spoke to
the research question(s). After a first read of all the transcripts, I went back for a second
look to see if I captured the essence of the narratives relative to common
experiences/themes of factors that enabled women peace and social justice activists to
maintain their activism for the extended time relevant to this research. I looked for
emerging themes, honing them as they grew from the specific to more generalized
concepts.
Member checking and follow-up processes. The importance of member checking
is critical for ensuring I accurately captured the women’s data (McMillan & Wergin, 2006;
Schwandt, 1997). Member checking is a way to support credibility in qualitative research,
that is, “the extent to which the data analysis and results are accurate and trustworthy”
(McMillan & Wergin, 2006, p. 96). The interviews, conducted by telephone, took place at
prearranged times and were recorded. All recordings were transcribed by an outside
source. The transcriptions were made available to each participant so she could adjust,
clarify, change, add, or otherwise edit what she had said. Because of the potential
sensitivity of the topic (see ethical considerations section below), I wanted to ensure the
participant felt she had an opportunity to reflect upon her statements with the benefit of the
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transcript and some time (two weeks) between the initial interview and any follow-up
interviews that might occur.
The second type of member checking involved not the accuracy of the actual
transcripts, but the nature of my sense making of the data. All researchers come to research
with a bias, known or unknown, so I needed to know if the ways I created sense and
meaning from the participants’ experience(s) were accurate, or if they were being biased by
my own history. Thus, a further check on myself for bias involved a second set of
experienced and disinterested eyes. I enlisted a colleague who is both well versed in the
subject matter, as well as the dissertation’s methodology. Dr. Donna Marie San Antonio
has an Ed.D. from the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Her dissertation was a twoyear study on the impact of socio-economic class on middle school student. She was
approved by my dissertation chair to be an active discussant as I reviewed my research
findings.
Dr. San Antonio and I determined the best approach to checking my analysis of the
data by choosing among three processes. One process we considered was my creating a
code book which would include codes I created that supported a theme with Dr. San
Antonio then reviewing the codes and my assessment. A second potential process was my
submitting sections of transcripts where I indicated which way the data was pointing and
asking Dr. San Antonio for confirmation as to the accuracy of my understanding. And
lastly, we discussed establishing a memo process whereby I would create short statements
in a document that highlighted theoretical concepts I found emerging from the interviews.
It is a process commonly used in grounded theory data gathering and analysis. Charmaz
(2001) stated:
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Memo-writing helps you to elaborate processes, assumptions, and actions that are
subsumed under your codes . . . you begin to look at your coding as processes to
explore rather than as solely ways to sort data into topics . . . [and it] enables you to
define how various categories are connected in an overall process. (p. 147)
The memos would come from notes I used for initial coding and compiled into short
illuminative statements.
Dr. San Antonio and I decided on the second option, that is, my choosing
meaningful sections of transcripts along with the sense making I created from them and
sending them to her for review and consideration. In this way, I would have:
An extra set of eyes [that might] help [me] get to alternative and less encumbered
interpretation. Using this strategy, [Dr. San Antonio] can see reading the transcript
along with the question/themes you are using and then getting together with you to
discuss your interpretations and mine. (Dr. San Antonio, personal communication,
December 30, 2008)
We agreed to meet monthly to discuss what I gleaned from the transcripts and how the
transcript supported my thinking. We were also in phone and email contact as needed.
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Addressing researcher bias. The researcher has an obligation to articulate clearly
personal positionality. My placement and standpoint is that of a pragmatic feminist radical.
As previously stated, I came to the research with a distinct history and point of view. I am
of the same cohort as the participants of this study. Given this, there could have been a
tendency for me to make assumptions that I understood a particular experience based on
my own experience and then not ask important follow-up questions. This shared
background and political affinity might have meant I could shy away from or stay too
focused on any particular question or point in the conversation for the same reason. Also,
the common history might have inclined me to be tempted to engage in story sharing if we
shared similar activities, thus deflecting the interview away from the interviewee’s
experience.
My awareness of the blind spots of my own biases was the first step in mitigating
their impact. I was mindful at all stages of the inquiry process to hold the position as
inquirer, not participant. I believe my years as a successful civil rights complaint
investigator, a process which can be emotionally charged and encourage taking sides,
assisted me in staying on point and keeping the participant as the central figure in our
interviews.
As an interviewer and as a member of the cohort I was studying, I was aware that I
must ensure how I listened and what I reported was the women’s view and not my own. I
positioned myself as both an insider and an outsider to do this. In Mindful Inquiry, Bentz
and Shapiro (1998) suggested “giving up ego or transcending self, even though [the
research] is grounded in self and requires intensified self-awareness” (p. 7). As stated
above, mindfulness, self-awareness, and using my experience were important in how I both
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engaged and stepped back from the interviews, keeping in mind the centrality of the
participant to the information gathering process.
All research has degrees of subjectivity. From the decision of what to study, how to
gather the date, the nature of the interpretation, and choices about dissemination—all
involve elements of researcher subjectivity. Stake (1995) noted “research is not helped by
making it appear value free. It is better to give the reader a good look at the researcher”
(p. 95).
Similarly, Andrews (1991) tackled this issue extensively in Lifetimes of
Commitment: Aging, Politics, Psychology. She devoted extensive time to discussing the
relationship between the researcher and the participant, issues of objectivity/subjectivity in
narrative research, and ultimately, affirming the importance of stating overtly the
positionality of the researcher. “The objective/subjectivity debate is not limited to
comparisons between quantitative and qualitative methods. Within qualitative research,
nowhere is the question of personal involvement more salient than in discussions of proper
interview strategies” (p. 50). Andrews went on to say:
It is through establishing rapport, or “bias” as some may call it, that interviewer
come[s] to understand interviewees. Ideally, sympathetic understanding is a
reciprocal process which aids mutual comprehension; [and thus] that it also
improve[s] the quality of the data. (p. 51)
My philosophical belief in learning directly from the people meshed well with
conducting the qualitative semi-structured interviews. I believed the themes I sought were
contained in the women’s narratives and, with proper guidance in questioning and analysis
of the interview text, they were able to emerge.

106
Ethical Issues
In this research study, I am guided by the work of Renzetti and Lee (1992) who
provided approaches to and understanding of researching sensitive topics. In addition to
the standard ethical issues of researching human subjects and informed consent, there were
special issues at hand with this study. As discussed in Chapter I, I am aware that this
particular cohort of participants may have led lives outside the established order that
resulted in arrests, terminations from employment, or the necessity to assume false
identities. Some participants may have engaged in illegal activities. In addition, while
discussing events of the past, there was the possibility of re-engaging in the full range of
emotions elicited by those memories. Sensitivity to both of these possibilities was in the
forefront of my concern. Protections were in place, such as confidentiality, the ability of
the participant to withhold any information she felt might compromise her, and the ability
for anonymity and use of pseudonyms if the participant so desired. Although I have the
names of each participant during both phases of the data gathering, names were only
important for me to conduct follow up, not in reporting the results. Real names are not
used in this document.
Kvale (1996) listed additional ethical issues to consider including “the beneficial
consequences of the study [both for] enhancing the human condition [but] primarily for the
participating subjects” (p. 119). I believe the benefit of this study in finding the themes
that sustain long-term social justice activism will support current and future generations as
we continue to work for a more just world. I also believe the participants received benefit
by memorializing their extraordinary commitment, their life-long commitment, to creating
a just world. They had opportunity to reflect (perhaps for the first time), revisit, assess, and
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honor their long journey, knowing it is being recorded (albeit anonymously if they so
choose) for posterity. Having experienced such a retrospective prior to engaging in this
research, I can attest to the feeling of pride—that is, satisfaction in something done—in
contributing to a more peaceful and just world. In addition, I asked each interviewee how
it felt to know that she was contributing to the scholarship on women’s long-time peace
and social justice activism. Their responses are captured in Chapter V, but suffice it to say
that virtually all participants were very pleased and honored. Beneficence was achieved.
One issue I anticipated would need attention was how to manage the interviews
within a semi-structured time-determined way. Peace and social justice activists who have
engaged for over 40 years have a lot to say. I wished to honor their journey, yet at the
same time, contain the story. My research was about themes or factors that sustain longterm activism. Although there was the temptation to engage in story telling, accessing a
more phenomenological methodology, on occasion, I needed to contain the conversation
and believe I did so with nuance and delicacy. I did not want the women to feel they did
not have sufficient opportunity to offer their best thinking to support the research. I believe
by restating at the beginning what the intent and purpose of the interview was enabled me
to forestall any disappointment. After the interviews, I engaged in member checking
sending each woman her transcript, allowing her the opportunity to edit and include
additional information she believed was relevant.
Delimitations of the Study
The delimitation of this cohort of participants for this research is by gender and by
generational cohort. Further delimitations include the number of years and types of
activism (peace and social justice), and that the activism is based in the United States. In
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addition, the women engaged in their activism in the early 1960s and 1970s by
participating in anti-war, civil rights, or the women’s liberation movements of the times.
The scope of the study is only U.S. women; it also presents a limitation to the
transferability of any findings that emerge from the research. Understanding what sustains
American women peace and social justice activists, given the peculiarities of this country’s
culture, history, and socio-political context, does not necessarily apply to women activists
in other countries and cultures, or of different generational periods. Thus, my findings
have some transferability, but as with much research that is cohort specific, the readers
must determine its larger relevance.
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Chapter IV: The Survey Data
This chapter summarizes the findings from the first phase of data collection, based
on the survey of women social justice activists. It begins with a brief accounting of the
process used to secure the participants. It discusses the size and nature of the participant
group. It then presents a range of data in the major categories of the research project,
starting with some general demographics to give a picture of the women who participated
in the survey. It goes on to address some of the more in-depth questions relative to the
nature of their activism, the role gender and race played, and the factors that sustain the
women in their long-term peace and social justice activism. The chapter concludes with a
discussion of some of the highlights of this aspect of the data collection and prepares the
reader for the follow-up stage two interviews.
As described in Chapter III, I used a snowballing method to secure the participants
for this first phase of data collection. Approximately 3,000 men and women received the
invitation to participate notice, which was sent out via email July, 2008 with an August 30,
2008 deadline. Once I was ready to send the survey, an additional letter was sent via email
between March 13, 2009 and May 22, 2009. Of the initial 70 who initially responded and
either volunteered or offered names of other women, only six completed the survey within
the two-week time frame I had set. This presented a dilemma that prompted me to rethink
the process for participation.
As outlined in Chapter III, I had originally proposed a three-step process for
participants: first, to indicate a willingness to participate, then, to respond to the consent
form; and finally, to complete the survey. As time and experience showed, that was a
cumbersome process, so I shifted it to be one inclusive step. That is, an invitation was sent
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to participate (with a referring person’s name included or a reminder that she had
previously self selected to participate) along with the consent form and the link to the
survey. Combining the three phases into one increased the response rate. In addition, I
compiled a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for tracking purposes, and sent out reminders to
those who said they would participate, to those who had received the consent form but had
not responded, or to those who had the survey link but had not yet completed the survey.
Through this streamlined process, I established a database of 148 women, some of
whom (n = 12) were not contacted at all as there was no email information supplied by
those who had referred them. An additional 13 potential participants had email addresses
that were incorrect. I attempted to obtain the missing or correct email addresses to no
avail. Successful contact was made with 123 potential participants, of which 65 (52.8%
response rate) started the survey and 57 (46.3%) completed it. The response rate for this
survey is higher than what Sheehan (2001) reported as typical after studying e-mail surveys
over a 15-year period (1986-2000). In her study of 31 e-mail surveys over 15 years, the
rate of response declined and the initial mean response rate was 36.8% but, in 2000, it was
24%.
Part of the decision of when to pursue obtaining missing or correct contact
information was based on the race of the potential participant. As mentioned previously in
Chapter II, given the dominance of the “Whiteness” of current research on peace activists
(McKevitt, 2007a, 2007b), I was committed to having a sufficient pool of women of Color
to approach for the semi-structured interview stage. The goal for that phase of this research
was 30% to 50% women of Color, and given I intended to interview 10 women, I needed to
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insure 3 to 5 women of Color in that group. I achieved this goal with a 50% representation
of women of Color and White women taken from the survey.
An online survey using Survey Monkey was created to gather descriptive statistics
on women who have participated in peace and social justice activism for the past 30 to 40
years. It was also used to obtain some introductory information that I used as prompts to
explore further during the phase two interviews. In particular, I explored issues of
experiencing fear or hardship during periods of activism and obtained a deeper
understanding of factors that sustain the women for their long-term activism in the
interviews based on the survey. The responses to the survey also raised some questions I
had not previously considered. For example, participants were asked if the factors that
sustain them changed over time. For those who answered yes, I wanted to know when that
change occurred, thinking it might link with Erickson’s (as cited in Boerre, n.d.)
developmental model, and explore further what prompted the change. I was also struck by
the similarity of factors participants indicated sustained them—many of them belonging to
the private realm such as spirituality. That clustering prompted me to inquire during the
interview as to when participants acquired their beliefs, early on in their activism or later,
along with their own maturing as adults.
What follows are a series of charts and tables that visualize many of the survey
responses. There are comments after the charts to help understand the numbers. Overall,
they create a picture of the general demographic characteristics of the participants.
General Demographics of the Participants
Of the 65 participants who logged on and started the survey, 57 completed the 42question survey and offered their comments on the factors that sustain them through long-
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term peace and social justice activism. Eight women started but did not complete the
survey. Of those eight, six did not complete starting with question 10, and two did not
complete after questions 21 and 25. Some participants indicated technical difficulties,
which I was not able to resolve. Some participants who did complete the survey also ran
into technical difficulties and communicated those to me in separate emails. Either by my
resending the survey link or explaining that they could reenter the survey even if it were
days later seemed to resolve those technical issues. However, it is impossible to know why
the eight participants did not complete the survey as no identifying information was
included that would have allowed follow-up.
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Figure 4.1. Place of birth and race. (The race participants marked when asked this social
construct. The number for each category is shown on the left and the percent each
grouping represents is shown above the racial category on the bottom (N = 57).
A majority of the participants were born in the northeast or in the Midwest (n = 27).
Eleven were born in the west, with 17 participants born either in the mid-Atlantic area,
South, or Southwest; and 2 participants were born outside of the United States. Currently,
a majority of the participants reside on either the Northeast or West coast (n = 38), which is
where their peace and social justice activism takes place.
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The racial composition of the participants was dominantly White, not of Hispanic
origin, with 13 participants identifying one way or another within a category commonly
referred to as women of color (WoC). The disproportion of the number of participants
between White and WoC is consistent with other researcher data looked at for this study
(Andrews, 1991; Cole, 1993). Fifteen participants commented on this question further
explaining their identity. Four women indicated Jewish, identified their national origin
rather than race (British/Irish/Hungarian; Dutch; Swedish), two put Native American and
White mix, and two indicated they change their designation at times to identify with the
race of whom they have married. One woman wrote in “human.” (Participant A)
Year of birth
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Figure 4.2. Year of birth. Year within which participants were born. The actual number is
shown on the left and the percent that number represents is shown above the year grouping
on the bottom of the chart (N = 57).
A majority of the women who responded to this question were born between 1946
and 1955, years that are included within the baby boom demographic. However, another
large group of women were born before 1940. I was glad to capture their responses as
often, the literature on activists during the 1960s (Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981; Anderson,
1995; Beardslee, 1983; Braungart & Braungart, 1974, 1990; Cole, 1993; Downton & Wehr,
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1997; Farber, 1994a, 1994b; Fendrich, 1974, 1977; Flacks, 1967; Gitlin, 1993) focuses on
the baby boomer generation and not on women who were either considered war babies or
born before 1946. Thus the participant ages for this study ranged from approximately 50
years to approximately 70 years and older at the time they took the survey.
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Figure 4.3. Sexual orientation and children. The number of responses is on the left and the
percent each group represents relative to the whole is above the sexual categories.
Heterosexual is shortened to hetero and transgendered to trans (N = 57).
Regarding sexual orientation, those who marked straight (or heterosexual)
dominated with seven participants marking lesbian and six marking undeclared or other.
There were no responses to the category of transgendered. According to some participants,
they felt the question was a risky one which is why they chose to either not declare or to
mark other.
Forty-eight of the women responded that they had children and nine said they did
not. Later in the survey when participants were asked to rate the importance of various
sustainability/persistence factors, the factor that received the highest number of responses
under the category “of critical importance” was “creating a just future for your children.”
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Figure 4.4. Socioeconomic status: Early and current. The actual number of responses for
each category is above the bar and the percent each group represents relative to the whole
is shown below the bar (N = 57).
The socioeconomic status most participants were born into was the middle class,
which was defined in this study as having one’s basic needs comfortably met. The second
highest category was the working class, which was defined as having one’s basic needs
usually met; not eligible for government assistance. Two were born into poverty, defined
as the family receiving government assistance in order to meet basic needs, and four were
born into affluence, defined as the family being economically secure. No White women
were born into poverty; of the four women born into affluence, there was one Latina, one
participant who marked mixed (Native American/White), and 2 participants who were
White.
When looking at the data of the economic class women were born into, I created
two different tables keeping the WoC separated from the White women. I did so to allow
the data on the WoC to be seen, as their numbers are proportionally less than the White
women participants and I did not want the WoC’s data to be lost within the larger total.
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Table 4.1
Number and Percent of Women of Color and the Economic Class of Birth

Poverty

Working poor Working class Middle class

Upper Mid Class Affluent\

2

1

4

2

2

2

15%

7.7%

30.8%

15.2%

15.4%

15.4%

Note. (n = 13)
Using the same categories, Table 4.2 shows the data results for the White women who
completed the survey.
Table 4.2
Number and Percent of White Women and the Economic Class of Birth

Poverty

Working poor Working class Middle class

Upper Mid Class Affluent

0

3

12

18

9

2

0

6.8%

27.3%

4.9%

20.5%

4.5%

Note. (n = 44)
The economic demographic has changed somewhat over time. The data shows
when participants were asked about current household income, which could include more
contributors to that income than just the participant’s own earnings, the group in general
fell in the upper middle class range with the highest number of participants (n = 18) having
a household income of above $100,000.
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Table 4.3
Number and Percents of the Current Household Incomes of All Participants

0-$24,999

$25-49,999

$50-74,999

$75-99,999

$100,000-above

6

5

16

12

18

10.5%

8.8%

28.1%

21.1%

31.6%

Note. (N = 57). The numbers can be deceptive, however, as there is no data to indicate how
many people the income supports or who generates the income.
Twenty-eight participants’ household incomes were in the combined categories
inclusive of the $50-$99,999 range. Sixteen participants’ household incomes ranged in the
combined categories between $25- $49,999, and 6 participants household incomes were
between $0- $24,999. Although earlier data indicated there were no Whites born into
poverty, for this last grouping of six, five were White participants and one was mixed
(Native American/White). The group’s current status overall maintained its economic
place as being between middle and upper middle class similar to, but slightly higher than
the collective results of the class into which the group was born.
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Figure 4.5. Education. The numbers on the left represent actual figures, whereas the
percents over the categories represents the category relationship to the whole (N = 57).
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As Figure 5 indicates, the participants for this study were a highly educated group.
The greatest number of participants achieved at least one Master’s Degree and the second
highest category was at the Ph.D. level. None of the participants indicated their
educational level as anything below “some college.” The professional degrees include a
registered nurse, lawyer, and a diploma in dialogue and negotiations. Even the six
participants who indicated their yearly household incomes between $0 and $24,999
achieved at least some college-level education. Based on the data from this survey, a link
between educational level achieved and level of household income cannot be made. Nor
can one make any link between household income and employment, for the data on
employment includes 10 participants who were not employed at the time they took the
survey.
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not
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Figure 4.6. Employment of participants. Their actual numbers are above the bar and the
percents those numbers represent of the total are below the bar. The types of employment
are below the percents (N = 57).
At the time they took the survey, the majority of participants were employed in the
public/not-for-profit sector with a large number of participants not employed at all. Some
participants indicated they had retired, however, in other instances there was no
explanation for the lack of employment. Very few participants were self employed and
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only one participant was employed in the private sector. It is not clear who employs the
independent contractors; they could be employed in any number of the options offered.
Summary of the General Demographic Data
In general, the data show that the participant pool at the time they took the survey
was mostly middle to upper class, dominantly White, and well educated with most
participants having achieved an educational level of some college and above. Most were
heterosexual and most have had children. Most were employed, with the majority in the
public and not-for-profit sector. The age range was congruent with expectations, for this
study was about women who have been peace and social justice activists for 30 to 40 years.
Although some participants engaged in their first activism when they were between the
ages of 10 to 15, the majority (n = 30) experienced their first activism between the ages of
16 and 20. 22
Geographically, there was a shift in the location of where the women who
completed the survey were born in relationship to where they are now active. Most were
born in the Northeast or the Midwest with the next highest group born in the West. At the
time of the survey, those same respondents indicted their current activism is in the West (n
= 22) or the Northeast (n = 16), with the remaining participants distributed in the midAtlantic, the South, the Midwest, or the Southwest.
Beyond General Demographics
In addition to the more general demographics exhibited above, the participants were
asked questions that related more specifically to peace and social justice activism. Those

22

Whereas the data cited to this point has N = 57, the age question was situated at the beginning of the survey
and had more responses (N = 63) than those who completed the entire survey.
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data are detailed below again using charts and tables to present a visual representation and
some text to explain and highlight some of the findings.
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Figure 4.7. Year participants took their initial peace/social justice action. Actual numbers
are represented on the left where as the percents of the total are shown above each
descriptive category (N = 63).
As Figure 4.7 shows, 18 participants took their first stand for peace and/or social
justice between the time categories inclusive of before 1950 up until 1960. This number
closely aligns with the number of participants born before 1940 up until 1945, or the pre
baby-boomer age cohort, thus taking their stand before the majority of participants. 23 The
majority of the participants (n = 37) took their first stand between 1961 and 1970. This
time period coincides with the most active times of the civil rights and the building of the
anti-war movements. The remaining eight took their first stand between the years of 1971
and after 1976 when the anti-war movement was very active and the second wave of the
women’s movement was coming into prominence.

23

A person born at the beginning of the “baby boom” time period, 1946, would have been 4-years old to have
participated in an action in 1950.
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Figure 4.8. Age of participants when they took their first peace/social justice action. The
actual numbers are on the left and the percent each category represents of the whole are
above the year (N = 63).
Of the 63 women who answered the question of how old she was when she took her
first stand, a majority were between the ages of 16 to 20 with the next largest grouping
taking a stand between the ages of 10 to 15. Sixteen respondents were between the ages of
21 and 30. There was an “other” option that 4 participants chose. However, in the
comments section, nine participants answered. Relevant to the age question, four noted
their activism started before they were 10 years old and two answered they started their
activism in their 40s.
The age of first activism was mentioned, and discussed in Chapter II, by Erickson
(as cited in Boerre, n.d.) and Mannheim (1970) as a possible factor for creating a persona
that would stay engaged in social justice activism. The current data do not allow for a
conclusion to be drawn in this regard as the survey did not offer space for participants to
comment on this question. However, question 4 on the survey asked what event compelled
the participant’s first engagement with peace and social justice activism. There were a
range of comments offered by the 63 participants who answered this question. Some
indicated direct personal experiences: “Crouching up in a tight little ball against a cold
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cinder block wall to ‘duck and cover’ as a 5 year old” 24 (Participant B); “Grade school—
being called a ‘dirty Jew’[sic]” (Participant C); “Being Black and a woman was a perpetual
state of confronting oppression” (Participant D). Others mentioned familial commitment to
justice or youthful affiliation with a church or Quaker organization. Many indicated
observation and learning about the Vietnam war and viewing the attacks on civil rights
marchers. Quantitative data do not answer the question of “why” but rather “how many,”
so it remains to be discovered in the phase two interviews whether these early events were
factors that enabled the women to sustain their activism.
Activities and issues. There were five questions that asked participants to identify
the frequency of both activities taken and issues they were concerned about during their
early, middle, and current years of peace and social justice activism (see questions 2, 3, 8,
9, and 10 of the survey in Appendix B). The distinction between activities and issues was
made to identify actions participants took in the areas of concern with which they related.
The number of participants who responded to these five questions varied, so a
comprehensive comparison cannot be made. In general, there were some patterns that
emerged. The five questions dealing with activities and issues covered three time periods,
the early years of activism, the middle years, and the current years. Within each question,
the participants could mark the frequency of engagement in those activities or issues. The
frequencies were broken into four categories: yearly, monthly, weekly, and daily. The
intent of the questions was to see if, over time, any changes had occurred regarding the

24

“Duck and cover” drills consisted of a child hiding under a school desk and covering the back of one’s
neck while in a face-down crouched position. These drills were experienced by school children during the
1950s Cold War era and were an activity conducted with the intent of protecting one from the results of a
nuclear attack.
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types of issues participants were involved with, the activities in which they partook, and the
frequency of that participation.
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Figure 4.9. Activities. The above chart shows the types of activities participants engaged
in on a weekly and monthly basis during their early years of activism. The numbers above
the bars are the actual number of responses (N = 63).
For example, regarding the frequency of activities in the early years (N = 63),
picketing, engaging in civil disobedience, study groups, participating in a peace vigil, and
marching against war ranked highest when the frequency was monthly. On a weekly basis,
study groups, peace vigil, and working in a not-for-profit received the most responses.
In comparison, during the middle years regarding weekly activism, consciousness
raising/study groups and incorporating political values into daily life received the most
responses. Notably, those numbers were not very high in comparison to other responses.
Only 11 and 10 responses showed up for the above respective categories. The numbers are
slightly higher for monthly activities, with 21 participants responding to consciousness
raising/study groups and 20 participants participating in improving family, neighborhood
and/or community environments. Community organizing received 14 responses. All other
options received 10 or fewer responses. In general, the middle years saw a reduction in
activities for participants on a monthly and weekly basis.
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A total of 64 participants responded to the question on the types of issues and the
frequency which they participated for the current years, 63 responded for the middle
years. 25
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Figure 4.10. Issues. The chart details the issue categories most frequently responded to by
participants engaged in on a weekly or monthly basis during the past 5 years (current
years). The numbers at the top of the bars are the actual number of responses each
category received (N = 64).
Because of the way the survey was structured, the current issues have different response
possibilities from those for the early years. Included for the current years were issues of
land and water rights, immigration, and global connections, which received high numbers
of responses. However, as in the early years, civil rights/race issues and peace/war
continue to also have high responses.
Meaning Making of the Activities and Issues Data
Because of the differing number of participants responding and the variety of
activities/issues engaged in, it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions from the data. One
possible inference is that during the middle years, the frequency of activities shifted to be
more moderate than in the early years and the issues participants engaged in moved

25

The early years question was constructed differently then the middle and current years. As the focus for
the selection of the participant pool for this study was engagement in civil rights, anti war, and women’s
liberation movements during the early years the choices for participants was limited, whereas in the middle
and current questions there were more options with which to respond.
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somewhat from the public arena to include more of the private sphere. However expressed,
the women clearly stayed engaged to one degree or another over the time period addressed
in this survey and in this study.
Gender and Race Related to Participation and Sustainability
The participants (N = 57) were asked both if being a woman effected her decision to
participate in and her ability to sustain peace and social justice activism. Likewise, the
same questions were asked about race, that is, has her race effected her decision to
participate in and her ability to sustain peace and social justice activism. The responses are
exhibited in the following charts.
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Figure 4.11. Effect of being a woman on decision to participate and on her ability to persist
in peace/social justice activism. The numbers on top of the bars are actual numbers (N =
57).
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Figure 4.12. Effect of participant’s race on decision to participate and on her ability to
persist in peace/social justice activism. The numbers on top of the bars are the actual
numbers (N = 57).
As represented in the charts, the fact that the participant is a woman had a definite
impact on her decision to participate in peace and social justice activism. It also had a
definite impact on her ability to persist in that activism. The impact of the race of each
participant likewise had a majority of the women saying it definitely had an effect on her
participating and persisting. There was a large group of participants, however, who also
said their race did not have an effect on their persistence. As the sample size of WoC is 13,
clearly, there were a large number of White women who believed their race was important
to their participating in peace and social justice activism, as slightly more than 50% of all
women indicated “yes, definitely” to that question.
Ebb and Flow of Activism
Not all participants remained constantly active for the duration of the time
encompassed by this study (1960s to 2009). Understandably, there were ebbs and flows to
their activism. The below chart identifies the most active years for the 58 participants who
responded to this question.
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Figure 4.13. Participants’ most active years of peace/social justice activism. The numbers
above the bars are the actual responses with the percents that each represents within each
category directly below the bar. The years are below the percents (N = 58).
The most active years for most participants were between 1971 and 1980, with a
gradual decrease from the 1980s to the mid-1990s. From 1996 to 2000, there was an
increase almost equal to the 1971 to 1980 time periods and a large increase in activism
between the years 2000 to 2009. Although there is no data to indicate the jump in the
actions for 2000, the Afghanistan and Iraq wars occurring at that time caused massive
protests in the U.S. Also, the domestic and international policies of the George W. Bush
administration may have sparked the increase in activism. Given this particular cohort of
activists, one could hypothesize those wars generated the upswing in activity for the
participants.
Understanding there were times when participants might have been less engaged in
or perhaps left activism for a while, a question was included that asked what brought them
back into activism. Of the 58 responses, 20 mentioned the lessening of family
responsibilities due to children growing up. Retirement was also a factor that enabled the
participants to devote more time to activism. Some mentioned specific events most often
associated with war, anti-nuclear movement, and gay/lesbian/bi-sexual/transgender
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(GLBT) issues. Some participants wrote of having a continuing or new found spiritual
support that replenished them. Others took time to recover from the turmoil of the intensity
of the 1960s, divorces, or loss of a spouse. Once they regained their center, they were able
to reengage with activism. Some said they never had real ebb times; that they have stayed
to the same degree consistently committed.
Causes involved in during most active times. Participants were asked to indicate
what causes they were engaged in during their most active times. Thirteen options were
available for participants to respond to including an “other” which attracted 20 responses.
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Figure 4.14. Causes involved in during most active times. The chart indicates the actual
number (above the bar) and percent (below the bar) of participants who engaged in specific
activities during their most active years (N = 58).
Responses in the “other” category included immigrant rights which were mentioned
five times, disability rights included twice, labor movement, criminal defendants, and
interfaith work were each mentioned once as were abolition of the death penalty, media
reform, drug policy, and the arts. The other responses offered included specifics that
expanded upon the original 13 options. For example “protecting the environment
especially waters and public health and wildlife from Coal Bed methane impacts”
(Participant F), “ending war and violence against womyn” (Participant C), and “the war!”
(Participant G) were some of the offered clarifying responses.
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Burnout
The last major category addressed that necessitated narrative responses on the part
of the participants dealt with the strategies participants used to avoid and prevent burnout.
The 58 responses fell broadly under 5 general categories: receiving support—from family,
friends, partners, and like-minded people; taking breaks; meditation/spiritual practice;
setting limits (“I have learned how to say ‘NO’” (Participant H)); and having faith. One
participant looked to her family roots and history and received strength from that. Others
said they did not get burned out but were rather energized from their activism. Two
participants said they were still learning how to have balanced lives so they can continue
on.
Fear
The participants were asked to reflect on their years of activism and to indicate if
there were times they were afraid.
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Figure 4.15. Number of participants who experienced fear during their activism and to
what degree. The number on top of the bar is the actual number with the percent each bar
represents of the whole below (N = 59).
As Figure 4.15 shows, of the 59 responses to this question, almost all participants
said they experienced fear, some to a greater degree than others. A very small number said
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they did not experience fear at all. As detailed later, all of the WoC (n = 13) experienced
some level of fear, whereas 36 (or 81%) of White women did.
When asked what they did if they were afraid, a vast majority (n = 52) answered
that they “participated in political action anyway” and the remaining seven responded that
they held “back from participating in political action.” Fifty-two participants commented
on the fear question offering examples of what happened and how they dealt with fearful
situations. Some avoided activities that would result in arrest; others felt the “safety and
solidarity in the crowd” (Participant B) enabled them to participate in spite of their fear.
Others used fear as a motivator with one participant stating “I knew that fear was the only
thing that keeps us from changing the world” (Participant I). And another added, “How
else was it going to change?” (Participant J) One participant (K) felt that because she was
a “White middle class woman” she had nothing to fear. Another said, “it is the emotional
isolation that is most painful, most fearful. But ya gotta do what ya gotta do. If I didn’t do
these crazy things, I simply couldn’t live with my head held up” (Participant A).
Although 8 participants answered that they were not afraid, 10 women in the
comments section expressed this lack of fear. Some said it was due to naiveté, a strong
belief in God, or not fear but “concern” or “nervousness.” One participant said “I was
more angry than afraid. Sometimes I was just stupid. But I knew what I knew and I held
strong to my convictions” (Participant L).
Hardship
The answers are somewhat similar when participants were asked if, during their
years of activism, there were times when they experienced hardship, rather than fear,
because of their activism.
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Figure 4.16. Number of participants who experienced hardships during their activism and
to what degree. The number on top of the bar is the actual number with the percent each
bar represents of the whole below (N = 59).
As Figure 4.16 indicates, there is a one-person difference between those responding
“yes, definitely” and “yes, somewhat” to the question related to their experience of
hardship. The number of women who said “no, not really” is half that of those who
answered “yes, definitely.”
Typical of responses regarding the hardships encountered due to political activism
were loss of income, jobs, friends, family members, being marginalized, or being arrested.
One participant summed it up by saying engaging in political activism was “stressful,
exhausting, straining [on] relationships, [and] economically disadvantageous” (Participant
M). What is noteworthy is that, in spite of the large number of women who experienced
fear, they continued anyway. In spite of the large number of women who experienced
hardships, they continued anyway.
Selected Comparative Analysis
I was interested in looking at the issues of fear and hardship in relation to the race
of the participant and the economic class into which they were born. In particular, I wanted
to see if race had any relationship to fear/hardship.
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Table 4.4
Data on Race/Class of Origin/Experience of Fear/Experience of Hardship of All
Participants (N = 57)

Race

Class of Origin

Poverty/Wk Wk/Middle
Class
Class

Up Mid
Affluent

Experience Fear

Experience Hardship

Y

N

Y

N

White

3

30

11

36

8

34

10

WoC

3

6

4

13

0

11

2

Total

6

36

15

49

8

45

12

Note. Table 4.4 gives an over-view of the data. Two of the factors (fear and hardship) are
sorted below in the individual charts.

Table 4.5
Date on Race/Experience of Fear

Race

Experience Fear

Total

Y

N

White

36

8

44

WoC

13

0

13

Total

49

8

57

Note. Chi-square = 3.0, p < .10
As Table 5 shows of those who identified as other than White (as an inclusive
category of women of Color; n = 13), all experienced some fear, whereas 8 of the 44
participants who identified as White indicated they did not experience any fear. The chisquare test shows a significant relationship between race and fear at the .10 level, or, said
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differently, there is greater than a 90% chance of a relationship between race and fear given
these sample results.
Table 4.6
Data on Race/Experience of Hardship

Race

Experience Hardship

Total

Y

N

White

34

10

44

WoC

11

2

13

Total

45

12

57

Note. Chi-square = 1.2, NS
Table 4.6 represents the same data as Table 4.5, only in Table 4.6 the major sort
factor is by hardship. The chi-square test in this instance shows there is no significant
relationship between race and hardship with this sample.
Factors that Sustain Long-Term Peace and Social Justice Activists
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Figure 4.17. The above chart shows the factors that participants indicated were very
important and/or of critical importance to sustain their peace/social justice activism. The
numbers on top of the bars are actual numbers (N = 59).

other
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Included in the survey was the critical question for this dissertation research: what are the
factors that sustain women’s long-term peace and social justice activism? As Figure 4.17 shows,
the participants were asked to respond to questions about the factors that sustain them, some of
which I drew from previous studies conducted by various researchers looking for the impact early
activism had on various cohorts of activists years later (Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981; Andrews,
1991; Downton & Wehr, 1997; Fendrich, 1977; Gilligan, 1982; Jennings, 1987; Jordan & Hartling,
2002; Mannheim, 1970; Miller, 1986; Oskamp et al., 1992; Stewart et al., 1998). Participants for
this study were able to add their own ideas by completing the “other” category if they did not find
what was offered in the survey met their needs. The participants were asked to indicate the
importance of the offered concepts with 1 representing “not important at all,” 2 representing “not
very important,” 3 representing “somewhat important,” 4 representing “important,” 5 representing
“very important,” and 6 representing “of critical importance.”
As discussed more fully in Chapter II, researchers previously looked at the long-term
impact of peace and social justice activism on various cohorts of 1960s activists. Relevant to this
study were some of the research findings on motivation (e.g., the intensity of their involvement)
which the authors reported impacted the ability of activists to maintain their commitment
(Abramowitz & Nassi 1981; Fendrich, 1977; Jennings, 1987; Stewart et al., 1998). Having a long
view of history and understanding that small steps have value was another finding (Andrews,
1991; Downton & Wehr, 1997). Oskamp et al. (1992) found family support and strong emotional
reactions to political events motivated people to engage and to remain involved. Social and
cultural influences (Erickson as cited in Boerre, n.d.; Jennings, 1987; Mannheim, 1970; Oskamp et
al., 1992) and organizational connections (Andrews, 1991) were also mentioned. Although not
directly correlated to long-term activism, the writings previously reviewed on generativity
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(Gilligan, 1982; Jordan & Hartling, 2002; Mannheim, 1970; Miller, 1986) add the concepts of
connection, care, and relationship. These last concepts received the highest responses in the
“critical importance” category of this study.
The data in this survey showed out of a total of 59 responses, having “a personal spiritual
belief,” “personal identity,” “a personal need for meaning in your life,” and “creating a just future
for your children” were rated of “critical importance” more often than other factors. Factors that
were “very important” included “support from friends” followed by “support from a peer
network,” and having “a long view of history.” “Familial expectations,” which could parallel
Mannheim’s (1970) generational continuation theory, received the lowest ratings—38% rated this
as “not important at all.” “Commitment to an organization,” one of the critical factors in Andrews’
1991 study, was not considered “critical” or “very important,” but did receive 15 responses in the
“somewhat important” category. “Religious upbringing,” although mentioned as one of the entry
points to activism by participants in an earlier response received 16 responses in the “not important
at all” category. A supportive partner/spouse received its highest ranking (27.3%, n = 15) in the
“important” category. “Family history of social engagement” received an equal number of
responses (10) in both the “not important at all” and the “somewhat important” categories.
“Experiencing activism success” received its highest participant responses (14) in the “somewhat
important” category.
The comments supplied by some participants go further into what keeps them going. A
few of their words are captured here:
I have always had an inner sense of ethics and fairness. (Participant F)
I keep going because I can and even when I can’t I know I must because it has to be done
and I can’t not do my part. (Participant O)
It makes me happy!! (Participant P)
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Finally, there is this quote:
Commitment to a mission. Yuri Kichiyama, Japanese American prison reform activist . . .
quoted Franz Fanon when I heard her lecture a few years ago. It is for every generation to
choose its mission and then for each of us to live our lives either fulfilling it or betraying it.
I think there’s a bit of that in there. I think still that I am from remarkable immigrants,
born into a remarkable generation of youth who had grab[bed] our lives back from the
precipice our national leaders led us to, take it into our hands, write our own stories, form
our own societies, make our own rules (some of us bringing our Brown, Black, Asian, and
indigenous grandmas and grandpas in our hearts into the classrooms of universities, into
our workplaces and I want to live a life of commitment to that bringing belief of goodness
and possibility I first glimpsed back then and which still fires me up! (Participant Q)
What stands out from this data related to what sustains women social justice
activists is the clustering of responses that relate to the personal or private part of the
participants: “personal spiritual belief,” “personal identity,” “a personal need for meaning
in your life,” and “creating a just future for your children.” Of the questions that could be
classified as external influences: “family history,” “familial expectation,” “religious
upbringing,” “experiencing success,” and “commitment to an organization”—none
received a majority of the responses to place them in the “critical” or the “very important”
categories. As this is a large part of this dissertation, selected participants were asked to
elaborate on their responses in the phase two interviews. That data is captured in
Chapter V.
Summary
Some of the highlights of the data were, as mentioned above, that the factors that
sustain women’s long-term peace and social justice activism were very internally or
personally directed—the private sphere as expressed by Fletcher (2001). There was a high
degree of commonality in the responses among the 59 26 participants regarding this.

26

59 women answered this question, however 57 actually completed the whole survey.
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Another interesting observation was that more than half of the 13 women of Color
said the factors that sustain them had not changed. In comparison, a majority of the White
women (n = 31) said those factors changed. It is not possible to determine what caused this
difference, for as has been mentioned previously, this survey’s quantitative data indicated
how many responded to a question in one way or another, but did not offer the researcher
the ability to understand the “why” of those responses. That comes with the phase two
interviews.
Another observation is that the response rate to the survey was relatively high once
the final group of women was established with correct email addresses. The mean for email survey responses is 36.8% over a 15 year period (Sheehan, 2001) and declining with
each year. In the year 2000, the mean for email survey responses was 24%. The response
rate in this study was initially 52.8% with 46.3% actually completing. Thus, the response
rate for this survey was higher than the overall mean for a 15-year period.
I was surprised to find so many participants household incomes at the time they
took the survey at the $100,000 and above range. Noteworthy was the level of education
many participants achieved. As stated previously, none had less than “some college” for
their educational achievement. The geographic distribution of the participants generally
situated on either coast of the United States was another unanticipated finding. Still to be
determined is the reason for the disparity between the number of women of Color and
White response rate. I believe there is a racial dynamic involved in a White woman
seeking responses from woman of Color, yet I do not have the data to confirm my
hypothesis. Another possible explanation is that women of Color may be more suspicious
of responding to questions about activism, especially given the survey’s finding related to
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race and fear of reprisal. That research would be very instructive for further studies and
cannot be addressed here. In a society where racism is so prevalent, this finding was not
particularly surprising. Surprising was that there was no similar correlation between race
and hardship. The issues of fear and hardship are delved into specifically in the interviews
conducted with 10 participants (5 White, 5 women of Color) in Chapter V.
One of the purposes of the survey was to identify the women who would be asked
to participate in the second phase, that of semi-structured interviews. It is in this
quantitative phase that probing occurred on some of the questions asked in the survey, such
as how did you overcome any fear you had during political activities and whether the
factors that sustain you were always with you or did they evolve over time. The interview
protocol (see Appendix A) details the full extent of the interview questions. Chapter V
details the interviews of the 10 participants selected for this phase of data collection and the
themes of the factors that sustain their long-term peace and social justice activism.
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Chapter V: The Interviews—Exploring the Factors That Sustain
This chapter summarizes the findings from the second phase of data collection,
based on the semi-structured interviews of 10 women social justice activists selected based
on data from the phase-one survey. The purpose for the in-depth interviews with a sample
from the larger survey respondents was to explore more deeply the factors that sustained
these women through over 40 years of peace and social justice activism. This chapter
begins with a brief description of the process used to identify the interview participants. It
then presents a brief summary of the methodological approach used to surface concepts and
themes from the interviews followed by a more comprehensive description of the key
findings. The chapter concludes with a summary of some of the highlights of this aspect of
the data collection and prepares the reader for the dissertation’s final chapter.
A Brief Reminder of the Selection Process
As described in Chapter III, a criterion-based method was used to identify the 10
participants for this second phase of data collection which consisted of using four selection
criteria, in order of priority; race, geography, factors that sustain their long-term
commitment, and the social justice issues in which they are currently involved. 27
I wanted to ensure sufficient numbers of women of color (WoC) in the interview
group to offset the dominance of peace and social justice research focusing on White
activists as previously described (Cole, 1993; McKevitt, 2007a, 2007b). In choosing from
the women of Color who responded to the survey (WoC n = 13), I did not use selection
criteria beyond race. Five WoC were contacted initially via email and one responded
immediately (a Latina) in the affirmative. I sent a reminder email to the other four and

27

An additional criterion was added which is explained later in the text.
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secured three additional women rather quickly; two Black and one Asian-American.
Obtaining the fifth woman required asking four more WoC, all Black, to participate.
However, none of the additional four responded. Being unsuccessful in securing the fifth
participant of color, I asked one of the four WoC with whom I was acquainted that had
completed the survey. She agreed to participate. She is Latina/White.
While geography was not considered in selecting the WoC, it was the initial
selection criterion for White women. The reason why additional criteria were employed in
selecting the White women was because the study’s intention was to have diversity among
these women in terms of geography or activist issues, whereas with the WoC, the
importance of their selection was to have them included in the study itself. In identifying
the five White women to be interviewed from the larger group (n = 44), two other selection
criteria in addition to geographic representation proved useful: factors that sustain them and
current issues they are involved with both based on their survey responses. Where possible
I wanted to find women who responded differently to those two questions. In looking at
sustainability factors for the White women, it was necessary to look not only at those
marked “critical” in response to the key question about sustainability on the survey 28 but,
to also look at those marked “very important” and “important” as the “critical” criteria
produced a great amount of similarity so was not as useful in differentiating for participant
selection. What further helped in selecting the women was looking at the current social
justice issue in which they were involved. Sufficient variety existed in that category which
facilitated making the decisions as to whom I would contact.

28

Survey Question #17: What keeps you going? Please rate the importance of each of the following
sustainability/persistence factors.
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A matrix was created cross-referencing these four selection criteria which identified
the White women to be chosen for this next phase of the research. All 44 names were
listed on the matrix followed by their current geographic location, the key elements to their
answer to question 17 on the survey which described the factors that sustained them, and,
finally, the issues with which they were currently involved. Even though geography was
not a selection criterion for the WoC, I have included below the geographic breakdown for
the 10 selected interviewees:
Table 5.1
Geographic Breakout for 10 Participants Interviewed

Location

White

Women of Color

Total

NE
Mid-Atlantic
South
Mid-West
Southwest
West

1
0
1
1
0
2

1
0
3
0
0
1

2
0
4
1
0
3

Total

5

5

10

One criterion not previously considered but that emerged while engaged in the
process of charting all 44 White women and that I added was whether they indicated that
the factors that sustained them changed over time. Of the original five White women asked
to participate in the interviews four responded “yes” and one said “no.” Therefore, I had to
find a fifth participant and was able to do so rather easily. The final adjustment of
identifying these five participants came by looking at their areas of current activism. Here,
too, I wanted as much variety as possible.
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In Chapter IV, Figure 4.17 showed the survey responses of phase 1 participants to
the critical question of this research, “What keeps you going?” and ranked the listed factors
that could help sustain long-term activism. There was a noticeable clustering of responses
that relate to the personal or private part of the participants: “personal spiritual belief,”
“personal identity,” “a personal need for meaning in your life,” and “creating a just future
for your children.” Of the offered factors that could be classified as external influences,
“family history,” “familial expectation,” “religious upbringing,” “experiencing success”
and “commitment to an organization,” none received a majority of the responses to place
them in the “critical” or the “very important” categories.
Based on the process described above, the final 10 participant interviewee profiles
are included in Table 5.2.
Table 5.2
Participants Selected to be Interviewed with Criteria (N =10)

Name

Race

Geography

Factors that Sustain

Factors
Change

Current Issues

Anna

Latina

South

Personal spiritual
belief
Long view of history
Need for meaning in
life

Y

Latino community
organizing

Aretha

Black

South

Long view of history
Creativity and
expression through
the arts
Care for the planet

N

Developing
imagination and
critical
consciousness in K12 teachers
Arts as activism

Carolyn White

West

Religious
commitment
Long view of history

Y

Water/land rights
Civil rights
Peace/war
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Eleanor

White

West

Long-view of history
Family history
“It makes me happy”

Fanny
Lou

Black

South

Family history
Religious upbringing

Heather

White

South

Family history
Support of friends,
network, partner
Commitment to an
organization

Jan

Latina/ North East
White

Personal spiritual
belief
Long view of history

Jade

Asian/ Canada
Pacific (West US)
Islander

Personal spiritual
belief
Need for meaning in
life

N

Jeanie

White

Midwest

Spiritual belief

N

Tsivia

White

North East

Success
Truly enjoy political
action
Deeply held political
beliefs

N

N

Y

N

N

Health
Women’s and civil
rights
The arts
African American
youth
Nonprofit public
school advocacy
organization
Immigration

Environmental
sustainability
K-12 education and
role of women and
girls
Third world
development and
industrialized
nations
Housing for low
income and seniors
Sale of arms
[weapons]
Prisoner rights
Global connections
Health care
Gay rights
Environment
Peace/war
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Profiles of the 10 Interviewees
To help the reader feel a closer connection to and understanding of the
interviewees, I have included a very brief biographical sketch of the 10 women. These are
not complete portraits of these women. Rather, the brief descriptions help place each in
some context. It is important to state that what is offered hardly begins to describe the
beauty, power, humor, spirit, and dedication of these women. That being said, hopefully
the snapshots will bring their data somewhat alive.
“Anna” (Latina) is a woman who has an abundance of spirit and energy. She was
born in Mexico in 1960, one of 12 children, and came to the United States when she was 19
years old. Her impression of the U.S. prior to her arrival was that it was a country with no
problems. However, once here she learned differently. She worked with Latina women in
prison during her early years of activism and continues to focus her activism on the Latino
community. A self-described rebel, Anna has a lot of anger at injustice and channels that
anger into activism. It is the fighting spirit of saying “This is not right. We need to fix it”
that keeps her going. It energizes her to be involved “because it [is] almost a survival piece
for me. If I don’t do it it’s almost like I’m dying on my own, I’m killing myself. So I had
to definitely . . . get involved.” Learning from other women activists, Anna would take her
daughters to homeless shelters and other social justice activities in which she was involved
in hopes of passing on a social justice spirit. At times, wondering if what she was doing
was right, she can now be at ease for she has succeeded. Both of her daughters are engaged
in social justice work. Anna believes it is very important that activists have a sense of
history and to know that even though a “contribution [to activism] may seem small . . . it’s
really great and the ripple effect touches many people and generations.”
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“Aretha” (African American) has had a connection to art from early childhood and
uses it today as a cornerstone in her social justice work. Born between 1945 and 1950 in
the northeast and married with grown children, Aretha’s activism morphed over the years
from participating in numerous Marxist groups to centering on education. She is an
assistant professor teaching critical theory in multicultural education and uses art to convey
the message of social justice. “Disruption of the norm is necessary if you’re going to do
critical work in multicultural education” and art, she says, allows prospective teachers to
take risks, find courage, enjoy the process, and feel empowered in creating and seeing
something emerge in a supportive community. In addressing issues of White supremacy,
male privilege, and the concept of oppression in her curriculum, Aretha finds incorporating
the process of creating art a useful and safe working metaphor for students to experience
and be encouraged to engage with change. For “change is the constant” and it is up to each
of us to determine how we wish to engage with it.
When I’m engaged in social justice work, I am dancing with change . . . and
dancing has a lot of improvisation to it . . . making it up as you go along, and [with]
that kind of work, you have to be a little more patient with it. (Aretha)
Along with patience are the need for courage, tenacity, and vision. Working with art
assists in students developing those skills in a joyful environment stretching them beyond
what they thought possible.
“Carolyn” (Caucasian) was born between 1941 and 1945 in the west where most of
her activism has and continues to take place. She is married and has an adopted daughter
who has both learning and emotional disabilities. Carolyn’s first organized social justice
act was when she was between 16 and 20 years old and was affiliated with a church action
in support of the people of Angola and against the death penalty at San Quentin. Her
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activism remains church-based. She has been arrested numerous times for civil
disobedience related to trying to stop activities associated with war. Her work is with an
“interfaith peace and justice education and action group founded during the Vietnam War
to help the religious community express its opposition to that war . . . it has continued in
work[ing] against nuclear weapons.” Carolyn stated that “we always try to make sure that
people understand that the use of nuclear weapons is the trump card for maintaining the
U.S. Empire.” She became a computer programmer for her working life after being told
erroneously that because of her gender she could not become a pastor. Indicative of
Carolyn’s spirit is her following her daughter’s psychologist’s suggestion “that I shouldn’t
really get busted. That was very rough, because it’s awful hard to stand on the sidewalk,
and watch your friends getting arrested, but nevertheless, that’s what I did.” She calls her
husband each time she is released from arrest so he will not worry. Carolyn finds that
being in a group helps to abate fear, but what really sustains her is love.
Love is what keeps us together. Love is a relationship that ties us together, and
helps us keep on being able to work together. . . . Relationship is everything, and
love is the basic relationship. And justice is the social name of love. (Carolyn)
“Eleanor” (Caucasian) was born in the South between 1946 and 1950 and started
her activism when she was a young teenager when she participated in a peace march with
her mother and Linus Pauling. She participated in the Free Speech Movement at Berkley
California has been to Cuba on a Venceremos Brigade. 29 She is married to a Chilean and

29

The Venceremos Brigade is a U.S. political organization formed in 1969. It was formed as a coalition of
young people attempting to show solidarity with the Cuban Revolution by working side by side with Cuban
workers and challenging U.S. policies toward Cuba, including the U.S. embargo against Cuba and the U.S.
government's restrictions on travel to the island. The first Brigades participated in sugar harvests and
subsequent Brigades have done agricultural and construction work in many parts of the island (see
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venceremos_Brigade)
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they have two children. She currently runs a family foundation and is a member of many
organizations and boards including the ACLU and the Women Donors Network, the latter
being “an organization of around 150 women of wealth, most of whom have a progressive
agenda [and] who were trying to make a difference.” Recently, she traveled to Gaza with
Code Pink and plans to devote more of her time engaged in Middle East peace and justice
issues. Eleanor sees her role as one of educating organizations about donor relations. She
was part of the resurgence of the women’s movement in 1967 and credits being “an activist
because I’m a feminist, and I’m a feminist because I’m discriminated against as a woman.”
She is also very engaged in combating everyday oppressions whether it is about race or
religion or other forms of denigration. “I think that if we can’t talk about it, [racism] that
we will never solve it” and tries to apply Lani Guinier’s philosophy of not letting a racist
remark pass that needs addressing.
Importantly Eleanor is “passionate, but I’m not angry.” When confronted with
resistance she said she needs to “take it in [rather than] take it on” for the other person
needs to know they were heard. “If you try to take it on, you’re going to lose every time.”
Eleanor learned how to stay in the social justice struggle in part through parenting,
“because the first rule of parenting is that the parent has to survive . . . and once I learned
that, many other things became very clear and so, I say ‘no’ a lot.” In spite of that, Eleanor
is deeply involved in peace making. She is a pacifist and when challenged she answers:
I know I’m holding a place. I’m going to die and I will not see a world without
war, but damn it, I’m holding that place, because if some of us don’t stand up and
say this is possible, it will never be possible. (Eleanor)
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Part of what motivates her to keep standing up is “I want to make sure that when I’m gone
there’s going to be plenty of people around making trouble.”
“Fanny Lou” (Black) was born between 1951 and 1955, is married, and has two
sons. She currently lives in the South, although her early and middle years of activism
were in the Midwest. Fanny Lou entered activism at an early age, accompanying her
mother to protests, picketing stores, and then protesting unequal education in Chicago.
Operation Push 30 started Freedom Schools, which Fanny Lou attended as part of a citywide
boycott of the public schools. Her current interest is in addressing the needs of AfricanAmerican male youths, for she sees huge disparities in how the juvenile justice system
works to disadvantage youth of color and how the schools, once integrated have once again
become segregated. Fanny Lou’s family history is one long in activism. Her great-greatgreat-grandfather on her mother’s side was a mortician and survived through threats to
bomb his house; on her father’s side were “pioneers in medicine” and although
marginalized in that profession “set the bar [of] you don’t just go through life taking; you
go through life giving.” The church played a large role in Fanny Lou’s upbringing
especially in the 1960s and 1970s, for:
If you were raised in a Black church, you were involved . . . because part of the
spiritually of the church is you don’t just go . . . but you also fought for rights in the
name of justice and freedom. (Fanny Lou)
Fanny Lou’s employment is for a nonprofit public school advocacy organization which
funds reform initiatives in hopes of raising the bar in public schools. Her volunteer
commitment to the Council for Children’s Rights inspires her. “It’s sort of an anchor, it
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Operation PUSH (People United To Serve Humanity) –now Operation Rainbow/PUSH) - was a Chicago
community organization founded by Jesse Jackson in the early 70’s to bring attention to economic injustice,
segregation, inferior merchandise in grocery stores located in African-American neighborhoods,
environmental racism, etc.
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provides an anchor for the work, and some direction as an outlet.” Inspired by her mother
who was her role model, she has learned that “it’s always about something bigger than
yourself.”
“Heather” (Caucasian) was born in the South between 1941 and 1945 and currently
lives there with her husband and both are very politically active. In her early teens,
Heather handed out leaflets against the death penalty as part of an American Friends
Service Committee campaign and became involved in the civil rights movement when the
photos of Emmett Till’s body were shown in Life magazine. 31 What followed were
engagements in the women’s movement and the anti-Vietnam war movements. Today, she
is involved in a national campaign entitled Americans for Financial Reform in order “to
provide oversight and regulation of the financial industry” and was asked to run it based on
her earlier work running “Rebuild and Renew America now, [a campaign] to pass the
Obama budget.” Heather developed and ran a training center for organizers that is founded
on three primary characteristics; human relationships, understanding power relationships,
and understanding people’s self-interest. She believes that, if people are not strategic in
their activism, the possibility to burnout is high.
I actually think the biggest reason that people burnout is [they] think that the effort
is not worth the result their getting. So, I think the strategic planning and designing
a strategy, as opposed to piecemeal action and designing this by doing that power
analysis, the understanding of self-interest, and a building of human relationships to
actually win is really fundamental. (Heather)
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Emmett Till was a 14-year-old Black boy from Chicago who was killed while visiting his aunt in
Mississippi. He was accused of whistling at a White woman. He was dragged from his home and his beaten
body was found in the Tallahatchie River. At his funeral in Chicago, his mother insisted on an open casket so
the world could see what had happened to her son. Photographers from Life magazine were at the funeral and
published the photos.
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Relationship is also critical to Heather’s personal life. She acquired her values of
caring from her family and although told at an Alinsky 32 training that women could not
become organizers (because organizers had to be angry), she has held on to her belief that
“showing love, and caring, and support, and affection” are also critically important. She
devotes a lot of energy to keeping her marriage together and ensuring that family and
friends are very present in her life and she in theirs. Her children and grandchildren are the
future and although she has a great sense of urgency with the election of Obama as
president, she wants “to make time for my grand kids, and kids maybe even more than I
used to before when everything seemed to be equally urgent . . . and supporting a next
generation coming up.”
“Jade” (Asian) was born between 1945 and 1950, has grown children and is living
with her partner in Canada. Her early years of activism took place on the west coast of the
United States and involved issues of public and mental health primarily in a program that
served people of Color. Her advocating on behalf of the clients she served caused the
termination of her employment. That event, along with personal hardships and
disappointment with her community in its inability to advocate for itself could have
disillusioned Jade from activism. However, she responded to those disappointments by
“casting a wide net and work[ing] with men and women who believed as I did about
supporting disenfranchised people.” Jade believes that “retiring from activism is retiring
from the world.” Creating and being in a healing community of activists supports her and
the more she is involved, the more energy she has. She is currently involved in housing for
low-income people and seniors, along with issues of the environment and protesting the
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Saul Alinsky was an organizer who, for almost 40 years, traveled the county training local social justice
activists on the skills of community organizing. He died in 1973.
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international sale of weapons. Critical in sustaining her activism is her personal spiritual
belief which she says is “not about saving souls. It’s based on inclusiveness and social
justice.”
“Jan” (Latina/Caucasian) was born between 1946 and 1950 in the northeast and is a
first generation Latina. She was married and has grown children. Her current attention is
on “environmental sustainability (including Third World development among rural,
indigenous communities) . . . the connection between women, the environment and
development [of] youth leadership and K-12 education for sustainability.” She has worked
with Peter Senge and has started numerous initiatives focusing on the environment,
community, and education, including working on national standards on sustainability for
states to adopt in their education program requirements. Experiencing “duck and cover
drills” and loosing friends of hers in high school in the Vietnam War helped Jan decide to
study and learn how to become a peacemaker, a path she has followed throughout her life.
Her nonviolent peace ethic is supported by her membership in the Baha’i Faith. Its
principle of “unity of humankind, with the emphasis on diversity” is what sustains her and
keeps her grounded. Her biracial parentage also enables her to understand and look for
multiple perspectives on issues leading to a more compassionate way of being in the world.
Jan does become fearful when witnessing what is happening in the world (e.g., the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, genocide in Darfur) or when hearing some political people speak in
unkind or inflammatory ways (e.g., talk show hosts), however, her faith is what pulls her
through the fear and keeps her participating. Her “energy does not go into short-term, band
aid efforts to save a sinking ship. Rather, my energy goes to rebuild anew, recreating the
world from the bottom up; building capacity at the grassroots.” Jan believes that “service
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to humanity is the highest station humans can attain [and that] the next stage of growth for
humankind is our spiritualization.” She states “that world peace can not be attained and
until unity (racial, gender, economic) is established.”
“Jeanie” (Caucasian) was born before 1940 in the Midwest and is now in her early
70s. She is a soft spoken grandmother whose connection to God has been a critical
foundation for sustaining her peace and social justice activism. “I can’t pinpoint when that
started. It just seems like I was born with my faith. My feeling that God was with me and
that if everybody else deserted me, God would still be with me.” She states that she “was
called to do certain things with my life, to be reaching out to other people and to be
searching for people who were forgotten and overlooked . . . and that just never leaves me.”
That calling resulted in her becoming a registered nurse (now retired) and, along with her
husband, to be medical missionaries in South Korea during the 1980s. There, she
participated in protecting peace and justice activists targeted by the South Korean
government helping some in avoiding prison and assisting those who were not so fortunate
in doing so. Her work with prisoner rights continues today in the Midwest where she and
her husband returned in the early 1990s, as does her focus on immigration issues. She is
active with Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom and has traveled to Iraq
and Afghanistan. Although a bit weary and wondering if it might be time to stop,
whenever the phone rings and someone is in need she finds the strength to offer her
assistance.
“Tsivia” (Caucasian) was born before 1940 and was 69 at the time of the interview.
She was born in the South and was aware of racial oppression at a very early age (four or
five) when she questioned why African-Americans and Mexican-American people “were

153
the ones living in shanties.” At an even younger age, she directly experienced sexual
abuse. However, through reading and strong role modeling from her parents and
grandmother, Tsivia acquired an awareness of White privilege which fostered in her a
“deeply held progressive political beliefs,” a factor that sustained her activism. A critical
sustaining factor for Tsivia is experiencing success for that is what gives her joy. That joy
coincides with her personal spiritual belief that she has named “pagan universalism.” That
belief is “simply that life is good . . . needs to be sustained and preserved, and made as
healthy and happy as possible.” She was a teacher for 35 years, was married, and now
lives with her same-sex partner—also a social justice activist—in the Northeast. Active in
the gay-lesbian rights movement and other feminist issues particularly violence against
women, Tsivia focuses most of her time and attention on anti-war activism. Although her
activism at times would place her in situations where she felt fear, she never thought not to
act. When asked how she was able to move past the fear, she did not actually know: “it’s
that there was simply no question that it had to be done.” So, she did it.
The Interviews
For this qualitative phase of the dissertation study, I created an interview protocol
that allowed me to go deeper into some specific survey responses and introduced some new
questions that I believed would offer additional information on factors that sustain the
participants. From the survey, I inquired into the factors that sustain, and how each
overcame experiences of fear and hardship. New questions included what if any lessons
were learned from previous women activists, and if there was any advice the participant
wished to offer to current and future activists relative to sustaining their activism for the
long haul (see Appendix A). Those elements that allowed the women to pass through the
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fear and hardship, I considered factors that helped sustain their activism. When offering
advice to others some additional data was obtained that I considered sustaining factors.
Preparing for the interviews. Once the participants agreed to be interviewed, I
sent them the interview protocol via email so they could consider the questions in advance.
I was more interested in thoughtful focused responses than spontaneous thinking. Once a
date and time was agreed to via email, I initiated the telephone call, obtained the
pseudonym selected by the participant, and reminded her that she was being recorded. At
the end of the session, I explained the process of submitting the recording to an external
transcriptionist. Upon its return, I engaged in member checking (McMillan & Wergin,
2006; Schwandt, 1997) by forwarding the transcript to the participant so she could edit it to
be comfortable with the final text sent back to me. All participants received their
transcripts within a two-week period via email and seven women made edits or indicated
that none were necessary; three women did not respond once they received their transcript,
even after receiving a follow-up email. In a final email, I mentioned if I did not hear from
them by a specific date, I had their permission to assume that what was reflected in the
transcript was acceptable to them.
Overview of interview analysis process. Once I had all participant transcripts,
with edits or not, I engaged in content analysis (Krippendorff, 1980) and read each with the
purpose of finding words, concepts, or inferences that would help me understand factors
that sustain them in their activism. As I read each transcript, I circled words or ideas that
indicated to me factors that sustained them. I put each circled word or idea on a post-it and
placed it on one of six pieces of flip chart paper hung on the wall of my office. The flip
charts pages were labeled “Q17” in reference to more detailed interview responses to that
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survey question, “fear and how overcame it,” “hardship and how overcame it,” “lessons
learned,” “share with others,” and “other.” 33
I collected all of the words and, from them, created a series of Excel documents.
One set of documents contained the words and phrases written on post-its for each of the
above-mentioned topic areas from all 10 of the women (see Appendix G). Another set of
documents sorted the post-it responses by individual participant (see Appendix H). Thus,
one could look at the data in two ways, by topic area, inclusive of all participant data, and
by individual participant’s data inclusive of all topic areas. I reviewed the documents to
find concepts that could be clustered in some common way. I then reviewed for a third
time to determine the essence of each commonly clustered area to and to identify themes
that were emerging. A visual of the process, repeated as often as necessary, is as follows:
Step 3 - Naming the essence of ideas

Step 2 - Clustering of words/concepts

Step 1 - Actual words, flip chart post-its

Figure 5.1. Visual representation of the interview analysis process.

33

The last flip chart page was added to document general words or phrases that resonated with me as the
researcher that seemed important, albeit slightly outside of the focused question I was trying to answer. I did
not want to lose those thoughts and have incorporated some of them within the text. However, they were not
factored into the data sorting process described herein.
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For example, in Jeanie’s transcript, I found words or phrases such as “have courage
. . . reach out to one another . . . give them a hug . . . praise them . . . be able to share.” In
Jade’s transcript, she spoke about:
Building community to heal . . . interested in making the world better . . . moral and
ethical thing to do . . . connection between my personal beliefs and feelings . . .
seek support from other communities . . . cast a wider net and worked with men and
women who believed as I did about supporting disenfranchised people . . . seek
out people who are of like minds and hearts. (Jade)
Those words and phrases I placed under either types of support or making connections,
which would be the second tier of clustering. I, then, chose a broader concept to capture
the essence of those concepts. In this instance, the word was relationships. I continued
doing this until I believed my sub headings and final theme covered the essence of the
factors that sustained the interviewees.
Checking for researcher bias. To limit researcher bias in the reviewing, selecting,
and clustering of words or concepts from the transcripts, an outside researcher was
involved. In keeping with the process described in Chapter III, I met with Dr. Donna San
Antonio and we discussed my sorting process and collection of data. I gave her copies of
various relevant documents including the original blank survey, the survey with the
numeric and percent responses created by Survey Monkey, the interview protocol, the
various Excel documents mentioned previously, and the section in Chapter III where her
role is described, and Chapter IV which details the survey findings. In addition, Dr. San
Antonio requested three complete transcripts of my choosing without my markups. I gave
her transcripts from “Anna” (Latina), “Aretha” (Black), and “Eleanor” (White). With all of
the above information, Dr. San Antonio created her own list of words and concepts and,
when we met, we compared our lists to be sure I had not missed important ideas, or, in the
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converse, that I had not included words and ideas that were not on point, both possibilities
potentially due to researcher bias. We engaged in conversation, both in person and via
email. The results of those interactions were that Dr. San Antonio’s sorting was very
similar to mine, capturing and excerpting the same or very similar words and phrases. In
this way, we were able to affirm my process of word selection and clustering.
Findings and Analysis
One of the attributes of qualitative data is that it offers the researcher an opportunity
to make meaning out of what is heard. As Blee and Taylor (as cited in Klandermans &
Staggenborg, 2002) stated, semi-structured interviews “provide greater breath and depth of
information, the opportunity to discover the [participant’s] experience and interpretation of
reality and [allows one] access to people’s ideas, thoughts, and memories in their own
words” (pp. 92-93). These 10 interviews provided rich opportunities for this sort of
meaning making.
After following the iterative process of reviewing all the interviews as described
above, the words clustered into four overarching concepts or themes relative to what
sustained their activism over many decades. I named the four overarching clusters
“historical perspective,” “relationships,” “gender and race,” and “religious or spiritual
belief.” There is some overlap among these themes, but also sufficient difference to keep
them distinct.
Historical perspective or a view of the long haul. The theme “perspective” refers
to interviewee statements about holding a perspective about the long trajectory of social
change. The following section presents the language and comments of interviewees in this
cluster. Each of these women had a perspective about the peace and social justice struggle
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they were and continue to be engaged in. They also had an understanding or perspective as
to their role in those struggles and how to balance their lives to sustain themselves through
the long haul.
Critical to having perspective was that they all had a long view of history in which
to place their activism. Some acquired their long view early in life by reading at a young
age biographies of people engaged in social justice activities. Tsivia, for example, “started
loving history when I was nine or ten reading these biographies that were aimed at young
readers, and they had them of just everybody you’ve heard of: Amelia Earhart, and all the
presidents and so forth.” Some gained it through a fascination of history. Jeanie “love[s]
to study about world history and civilization and how it developed.” When she and her
husband travel, “we always study the political situation and the history of countries that we
go to.” Some, like Fanny Lou, acquired their long view through two aspects of history.
She says:
There are two parts to history. There’s the family history and family lore that
becomes a part of your identity, or my identity. And then there’s the history of this
country, the history of black America, and so those two things combined; keeping a
long view, I think instill some patience in you. (Fanny Lou)
Aretha, Anna, Heather, and Carolyn all had family histories that helped them have a long
view. Heather for example was not quite sure how she acquired her long view of history
but offered that:
I’m Jewish, and I think there’s some of the Jewish tradition that also affected it.
Part of what being Jewish meant to me as I was growing up was this was a
condition of people who fled Pharaoh, fled to the Promised Land, spent 40 years in
the desert, and the people who were in the desert actually didn’t make it to the
Promised Land, only the next generation made it. So, sort of a sense of this is a
history, this is a tradition, learning about previous struggles, the fight in the Warsaw
ghetto, of standing up to Fascism, and fighting back.
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For others, their view of the long haul evolved over time, acquired by being active
over many years and realizing how long social change of a systemic nature takes. Jade,
Eleanor, and Jan have a long view, but were not able to pinpoint when they acquired it.
Aretha says it was about 10 to 12 years ago when she finally grasped the concept of how
everything impacts everything and uses that concept in her classes. She teaches students
that:
Quantitative change meets qualitative change. It helps people to understand that
they don’t have to think that they can move the whole paradigm all by themselves
in one particular push …and so my long view of history is understanding that
everything is connected. (Aretha)
Regardless of how they acquired the perspective, each interviewee believed that
activism on issues such as peace and social justice took time. That perspective allowed
them to both have a sense of urgency and, at the same time, an understanding that the pace
of change is often slower than desired. The slowness however was not disheartening to
these women. It did not discourage them from continued participation. It allowed for
small steps and small victories to be viewed within a larger context of the gradual, yet
steady movement toward a particular goal. As Aretha says “It’s a step by step by step
[process] with lots of different steps, and lots of different places to move things.” Jeanie
adds that we “can’t expect that we are going to personally see great changes take place
because of what we do.”
Having perspective of the historical realities of large change endeavors, the women
also had perspective of themselves within the context of those struggles. Some took on or
found themselves in leadership roles (Tsivia, Jeanie, Heather, Fanny Lou, Eleanor), while
others were part of groups or organizations where they were not engaged in formal
leadership (Jade, Anna, Carolyn, Aretha, Jan) yet, by their actions, saw their participation
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as adding to the greater goal. Aretha understood “that [I] was part of something
worldwide; it was something much larger than me; I’m a small piece in the flood.”
Having and holding a perspective of the long-term trajectory of peace and justice
activism, according to the interviewees, enable them to engage and then step back a bit
knowing it was not about giving up but about shifting priorities for the moment. For
example, Carolyn and her husband adopted a daughter who has a disability. Carolyn says:
There was a period of time during which her [daughter’s] psychologist said that I
shouldn’t really get busted [arrested doing protest work for peace]. That was very
rough, because it’s awful hard to stand on the sidewalk, and watch your friends
getting arrested, but nevertheless, that’s what I did.
She also decided not to get arrested during organized protests against the School of the
Americas because of her own health issues, for, as she says, “long-term prison sentences
are very bad for your health.”
Finding balance in one’s life to endure the long haul was another aspect related to
the perspective theme. Tsivia, who was 69 at the time of the interview, recalls in her very
active early years she “was insane . . . I was working constantly . . . I had a full-time job
teaching . . . and almost worked another full-time job late into the night organizing things,
organizing national events and didn’t know how to delegate.” Since then, she has come to
realize “you’ve got to have fun in your life or its not worth living . . . you become
intolerant of people who aren’t workaholics.” Through reading self-help literature while in
recovery she became “more aware of all the balance you need in life.” Where once, she
was in the forefront of political actions, she now lets others be there as she supports from a
less obvious place.
The literature reviewed for this study did not include studying activists for the
length of time approached in this dissertation. But, for Andrews (1991), the concept of the
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long haul was confined to between 5 and 20 years. In none of those studies was there an
inquiry into the role that having both a personal and historical perspective played in
sustaining activism. In this study, it is clear that by having such a perspective, the women
were helped to understand how long some change takes to actualize and that caring for
themselves over the long haul was important in order to sustain their activism.
Gender and Race as Factors that Sustain
Another factor that sustained long-term peace and justice activism among the
interviewees was the power and impact of gender and race. In almost all cases, it either
propelled them into activism and/or sustained them throughout.
About gender. Of the 10 interviewees, eight responded “yes, definitely” to the
survey question of whether being a woman affected her decision to participate in peace and
social justice activism. One responded “yes, somewhat” and one responded “no, not
really.” When asked whether being a woman affected her ability to sustain/persist in peace
and social justice activism, a different breakout occurred; seven women answered “yes,
definitely,” two responded “yes, somewhat,” and one responded “no, not really.”
The idea of being a woman and its impact on engaging in and sustaining activism
was explored further in the interviews. For example, Tsivia related her early experiences
of sexual abuse at a very young age (3 years old), which made her “aware of oppression,
not only just intellectually [in her later years], but emotionally.” She adds that:
In every group I’ve been in it’s women that sustain it . . . I think because of our
training, and I don’t know what’s biological, but our role is to sustain life, and wars
and injustice don’t sustain life, so I think that a lot of that maybe from a feminist
point of view sounds like essentialism, but I truly believe that by socialization or by
nature or both, probably, we’re sustaining of life, and that makes us attracted to
these causes, and these causes are so much made up of women, even if the figure
heads are men, it’s women doing so much of the work. (Tsivia)

162
Jeanie’s comments provided a more essentialist framing of the way in which being
a woman has and continues to impact her social justice work:
I think [being a woman] brought me together with other women who really were
models for speaking out against injustice and I think that many of the traits that we
have, the empathy that we feel for people and the understanding that we have for
people, really gives us a good foundation for working for peace and justice. And
we have skills and gifts that people seek. I think our ability to listen and hear
people’s stories and share those stories with others, really are some of the gifts that
we offer to the movement.
In the survey, Fanny Lou responded that being a woman definitely impacted her
engagement in peace and social justice activism and responded with a “not really”
regarding its impact on her sustaining her activism. In the interview, she responded to the
prompt about gender’s influence on a role in engaging in her activism by saying:
It influenced it, yes, because I don’t really trust men to do it. I think there’s
something about maternalistic instincts that engender a passion in women to make
the world a better place for their children . . . so I think being a woman and a
mother of sons, yeah, I think that that influenced. (Fanny Lou)
Jan says that her early experience of being female was when she realized that men
went to war (the draft was active then) and she “was grateful that I was not male.” Later,
as she:
Began to study peace, I’d wondered if I was a peacekeeper by virtue of my gender,
or wondered if men can learn to be peacekeepers as well? I did believe that I was
privileged as a woman and eventually I challenged that essentialist notion, that no,
it wasn’t just because I was a woman, but certainly being female led me to that
place. (Jan)
Heather started an organizing training center to help activists think strategically
after she learned, while attending a Saul Alinsky training seminar in the late 1970s that the
seminar’s organizing philosophy was that women could not become leaders because they
could not get angry enough. Eleanor’s activism:
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And the new women’s movement [in 1967] really coincided. I was involved in
organizations where we were all having the common experience of participating in
meetings, and saying something and having it be ignored, and then having a man
say the exact same thing minutes later and everyone’s going, “What a great idea,”
and looking at yourself and thinking I know I said that ten minutes ago.
She also believes:
There is a profound connection between peace and women’s rights. I think that if
women were sitting in 50 percent of the seats of power in the world, we would be
much closer to world peace, and I think that you can see it in the places where
women who did not have to behave like men in order to become leaders, have been
leaders.
In addition, Eleanor’s internationalism or worldview sustains her, particularly where
women are concerned. She met Palestinian feminists “most of whom were over 40, all of
whom had been doing feminist work their whole lives.” Knowing “we’re everywhere”
sustains her.
Anna initially indicated “yes, somewhat” to the gender prompt on the survey, but in
her interview she shifted and said “absolutely.” She came to the United States when she
was 19 and her idealized image of this country shifted when she saw poverty and
discrimination. While living in Connecticut, she volunteered as a translator to help Latina
women in prison. That experience caused her to be:
Hooked into sort of understanding how women got sucked into that [breaking the
law and winding up in prison] by the desire to love or to be loved or the desire to
feed their families and they got hooked into selling drugs or into turning tricks or
whatever. (Anna)
Additionally, based on her earlier life experience in Mexico, Anna saw that “when a
woman has children her life changes completely, but when a man has children he can go on
and go to college and . . . live a very similar life to what he was living before . . . but not a
woman.” She was also influenced by reading books such as by:
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Marianne French, the woman who wrote the book about the war against women and
how women, where there’s a war, the ones who gets hurt the most are the women
and children because there’s rapes. . . . There’s just so much and my connection
was very much being a woman and because I just thought that the sexual social
justice, it affected the women more than anything else. (Anna)
Separating gender from race was not possible for Aretha. 34 She shared a story of
how she came to clarity on her role as a woman in her 20s on the West Coast and she
joined the Movement. She recalls a conversation she had with a White male friend of hers
as they were speaking about social change during which she said:
You know, well, the Black man has been pushed down so much that the Black
women have to stand back, because we’ve always been in leadership; we have to
stand behind him and support him as he picks up leadership, and this guy looked at
me and he said, “Is that what you want?” and I thought about it for a second, and I
said, “Hell, no.” (Aretha)
Within the interview, Aretha continued by saying “So, I don’t know where I got
that from, and that sent me on a journey, also, of understanding, or trying to make sense of
what it meant to be a Black woman.” Aretha mentions taking direction by remembering
her mother’s and aunt’s struggles, “and that the role of a Black woman is wherever she is
needed, and wherever she can find a way to contribute to change and justice” that is where
she will be. For the women of Color in the interviews, the intersectionality of race and
gender was present in their lived experiences.
About race. Two questions in the survey asked participants about race—whether
race affected their decision to participate in and to sustain their activism. Nine women
responded “yes, definitely” to the first prompt (engaging in activism). One woman
responded “no, not really” however, during the interview, she changed her answer to “yes,
34

Aretha is exemplifying the concept of intersectionality, which describes how seemingly independent
characteristics—in this case gender and race—are actually intertwined. At times these characteristics are able
to stand on their own and, at other times are so enmeshed as not able to be separated. The literature on
intersectionality is large and not addressed in this study (see Crenshaw, 1994; McCall, 2005; and others).
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definitely.” Nine women said “yes, definitely” with one saying “yes, somewhat” to the
second prompt (help sustain their activism).
All of the women of Color expressed that their race impacted their engagement.
The impact came by either their own experiences or by hearing family stories of living
lives subjected to the indignation of discrimination or both. Jade’s experience regarding
race and activism was in disappointment with her own community (Asian Americans). Her
disappointment was that she saw her community more “concerned with its own survival . . .
than about supporting disenfranchised people within the community.” Rather than
becoming discouraged however, she says:
I think that when you actually have some kind of negative experience with one’s
own community, I think that one has a more—even more of a desire to be inclusive,
to be diverse, to seek out people who are of like minds and hearts. (Jade)
She said for many years she “actually cast a wider net and worked with men and women
who believed as I did about supporting disenfranchised people.”
Aretha told the story of:
Moving from an inner city, Black community to this all-White school in upstate
New York [which had 20,000 people on campus and 80 were African-Americans].
It was like being moved to a freezing cold shower, and I couldn’t interpret it. I
didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t have any tools for understanding why I
was so miserable.
While at that school and in the drama department, she was “only in a performance three
times, and each time I played a maid.” Her parents did not speak about race when she was
young, so she was unprepared for both the overt and the covert racism she experienced as
an 18 to 19 year old. She ended by saying:
Racism and White supremacy have always been a part of my story, and it has taken
me a long time to get to a place where I recognize this, and understand how I got
there, and understand what I can possibly do about it. It has taken me a lifetime to
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know when to hold it, when to fold it, when to walk away, and when to run.
(Aretha)
Fanny Lou’s race experiences were based on family history, her own experiences
having two sons, and what she saw in her work. She listened to stories from her mother
describing growing up in Macon, Georgia and living her own experiences of spending
summers with her grandparents and being turned away from accessing public places such
as parks, beaches, and hotels. She also “had the good fortune of coming of age in the
1960s and 1970s in the height of the civil rights struggle, locally and nationally, and seeing
race riots in Chicago, and oh yeah, [race] was a huge influence; huge.” Her concern for
young African-American and Latino men in the juvenile justice system had her
volunteering at the local detention center. She saw the disparities of what happened to
Caucasian juveniles who committed crimes and received alternative sentencing or went to
teen court whereas the youth of color who did not have resources or parents to advocate for
them were not afforded those same opportunities. She saw these “disparities [as being]
racially and economically based.”
One significant realization that emerged from the interviews is that the White
women also responded that race impacted and sustained their activism. They saw that they
had and have White privilege and that this enabled them to do things that would be more
dangerous for people of color to do. For example, Carolyn said,
As a Caucasian I have a significant advantage in getting busted, because I’m much
less likely to get beat up on than a person of color is likely to be, and so I consider
my race to be a tool in peace and justice work . . . I consider that it’s totally
reasonable that fewer African-Americans choose to get busted at anti-nuclear things
than White people, because they’re more at risk.
Jeanie likewise believes her whiteness is an advantage in peace and justice work.
In Korea, she said “definitely being a white American foreigner . . . gave me power and I
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felt it was important to take advantage of that fact.” She used it to smuggle people and
information out of South Korea at a time when the South Korean government was
repressing pro-democracy movements. She also believes it helps in her current work
within the prison system in her state. She said:
We have only 2% of our population that is African American and yet we 25% of
our prison population is African American . . . so we need to get people who are
Caucasian to be concerned about the fact that we have this terrible disparity in who
we’re locking up.
Tsivia offers that her whiteness enabled her to see injustice as a child growing up in
Texas. She was also impacted by reading Doris Lessing:
[Doris’] awakening to the fact of domination and oppression; it really resonated
with me that when you’re surrounded with injustice of this kind, and it’s so clear
that White people have it better than Black people, I think it just made me aware of
White privilege, not by those words, of course, but in real life [over] the unfairness.
Not only did her awareness of her Whiteness and the disparities between Whites and
people of Color attract her to the cause of social justice it also sustains her. She says:
I just think constantly being open and befriending people of color help[s] sustain
me, just by opening my eyes to things that I would never see. And because I
choose to, I’m someone that kind of holds on to friends, and so having people of
color, Mexican Americans, and African Americans, and Iranians, and other friends,
they help me sustain by teaching me constantly. (Tsivia)
Heather, likewise, understands White privilege, that she “has power and the
position, even when I may have a diminished power or position as a woman.” She had
“assumptions about what I would get, what I would be, what I could have in the world
because I was White, and also a middle class White person.” She shares these thoughts not
to put White middle class people down, but rather because she believes “there needs to be
consciousnesses about how sex roles, and race, and class interact in every situation you’re
in.”
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The palpable presence of the importance of gender and/or race as a factor that
motivated and sustained these women activists is important to recognize. It is particularly
important in this study because in virtually all research read for this dissertation, little
attention was devoted to the ways in which gender or race impacted life-long peace and
justice activism. There is mention of the role race played in the types of activism engaged
in by Whites and Blacks years after the voter registration drives (Fendrich, 1977) with
Whites remaining more radical in their thinking and actions relative to the degree of social
change necessary to realize a socially just society than their Black counter parts. But, that
study, did not include gender nor did it ask the participants what they thought the impact
their race had on sustaining their activism regardless of the level of intensity. In this study,
the women were asked directly about whether and if so, in what ways, gender and race
played on their becoming involved and in sustaining their involvement in peace and social
justice activism. All participants said race was very important if not critical to their
activism and all but one said that being a woman likewise was very important.
For those interviewees that were aware of the concept of essentialism, many tried to
avoid offering examples that fell into that category. However, try as they might, many of
the comments placed being a woman or having qualities attributed to woman as core,
essential factors. It was as if they were straddling between an essentializing and nonessentializing place. One participant (Jan) did say she has tried to move away from that
concept to the more inclusive one that people, that is men and women, can be peacemakers,
which is more in harmony with her current spiritual belief. Other women (Tsivia, Fanny
Lou, Carolyn, Eleanor) said there is something real and as of yet unnamed about being a
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woman that has meaning when thinking about sustaining long-term peace and social justice
activism.
I also found it interesting that all the women believed that their race matters in their
activism. It might be expected that the women of Color would say as such given the
continuing oppression that people of color are subjected to in the U.S. political, economic,
and cultural landscape. To have all the White women likewise say their race was a factor
was affirming of an activist’s sophisticated understanding and awareness of privilege and
how it can be used to further a social justice agenda.
Multiplicity of Relationships That Sustain
Every woman interviewed spoke of the importance of relationships as a factor in
motivating and sustaining her long-term activism. In fact, the range and multiplicity of the
nature of these relationships was quite remarkable. These included relationship to self
regarding self-care to persevere for the long haul, relationship to family both in terms of
what family had to offer historically and how they engaged in the immediate relative to
partners and children, relationships with friends in seeking out like-minded people and in
supporting each other during times of struggle whether it was personal or political, and
finally, there was the relationship to a particular organization and to the cause, in general.
Although addressed separately in the following text, there is overlap within of these
concepts. The following section will discuss each of these sub-categories of relationship,
as described by the interviewees.
Self-care, or relationship to self, emerged when the participants were asked how
they avoided burnout. Tsivia chose to take sabbaticals from activist work. They lasted a
year or so, but she knew they were times of replenishment so she could once again enter
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into activism. She also learned not to “overwork or over commit.” Jade “participates in
support groups and . . . in twice yearly retreats with other women, receiving pastoral care
from a feminist minister, doing yoga, walking, and sitting meditation.” Aretha used her art
so her “heart and mind can be integrated.” Carolyn belonged to a bi-monthly Buddhist
meditation group. Fanny Lou learned to pace herself, to “protect her time and pursue
balance engagement that is a combination of intellectual, physical, and spiritual.” Some
women learned this self-care as a result of overextension in their younger days of activism
(Aretha and Tsivia). Some were still learning to say no when asked to participate (Fanny
Lou). The balance of commitment to activism and sustaining oneself so one can continue
on is something that each of the participants in the interviews expressed as being very
important.
Relationship to family was cited as another very important factor that sustained
these women’s engagement in activism. Family history of social engagement influenced
almost all of the interviewees. At times, participants said it was because the parents were
liberal minded even if not actively engaged in peace and social justice work and were,
therefore, supportive of their child’s inquiry of and action against observed injustices. For
example, Tsivia as a young child living in Texas questioned her parents as to why the
Whites lived in one part of town and the black and brown-skinned people lived in another
part that was impoverished. She was supported by her parents when she did “solitary acts .
. . like arguing against the idea that all Black people should be sent back to Africa, sitting
next to Black people on the back of the bus, that sort of thing.” Tsivia’s parents were not
activists until later in their lives, but her grandmother was an activist in feminist causes and
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participated in the 1920s “in working for the equal legal rights amendment in Texas.”
Thus, she had a historical role model within her family to support her own activism.
Fanny Lou’s family history helped form her engagement in social justice activism.
Her maternal grandfather, great grandfather, and great great grandfather were morticians,
one of the two professional occupations available for Blacks in the South at that time. 35
This history not only enabled the family to have some level of economic freedom, but also
stature in the Black community. In spite of or because of that stature, bomb threats were
made toward her grandfather and his family of six children, yet he persevered. “It’s stories
like that [that] set the bar for me in terms of a legacy of family.” On her father’s side, there
were pioneers in the medical field “at a time when African-American physicians didn’t
have admitting privileges at certain places.” From these family experiences, Fanny Lou
learned that “you don’t just go through life taking; you go through life giving.” She is not
“sure that we instilled that quite as strongly in our sons as we would have liked, but there’s
that.”
Heather shared that she works very hard at maintaining relationships with her
family and this sustains her activism. There are gatherings of the extended family of 18 or
20 members on a regular basis, along with birthdays and other life milestones being
acknowledged and honored. There is also the work of creating and maintaining a healthy
relationship with her husband. Like her, Heather’s husband is a very engaged activist. 36
Heather sees being engaged with family as part of her peace and social justice work and
attends to it with vigor and delight.

35

The other was being a teacher.
Both Heather and her husband were on vacation when she was interviewed for this study. In spite of that,
both of them were on separate telephones attending to activist issues. The interview itself was interrupted
more than once so Heather could attend to some activist business.
36
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Other interviewees mentioned the role that their partner or spouse played in
supporting their activism as well. For the past 15 years, Tsivia has been partnered with a
woman who is also an activist, so they have a common relationship to activism. During the
early years, she was married and her husband was a progressive, but was not an activist. In
establishing relationships with other partners, Tsivia says “I was just attracted to politically
active people—women.” Carolyn and her husband came to an understanding that allowed
her to continue with her activism. She supported him through law school and continued to
work for a while, but after they adopted their daughter their roles have become “very
traditional.” Carolyn has stopped working and her husband’s income supports the family.
“But not going back to work gave me a whole lot more extra time, and so I could actually
do this sort of stuff [political activism].” She adds:
I think that I couldn’t be doing this without his support. It drives him nuts when I
get arrested, but he’s managed to hang in there all these years, and the first time I
got arrested we really fought about it, but after that, all he does is just chew his
fingernails, and is happy when I come home safe.
Fanny Lou offered with laughter that “my husband never got in my way,” which
provided support for her to continue her activism. Eleanor, too, mentioned the support of
her husband. When she heard about a delegation going to Gaza she said to her husband
“Honey, I don’t have a choice, I have to do this” and he completely understood.
Each of the participants mentioned the importance of friends and seeking of likeminded people to help them sustain their activism. In Heather’s case, friends were critical
in supporting her and her husband when an arsonist (not politically related) burned their
and other people’s houses down. It was friends who came through during the rough
economic times when putting food on the table was a challenge. Jeanie looked to likeminded people, both within and external to her church, to help sustain her commitment to
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activism. Seventy-four at the time of her interview, Jeanie looked to friends and family
(she is the mother of 6 children, grandmother of 10, and great grandmother of 5) as
sustaining forces in her life. Eleanor helped form an organization of women of affluence to
help her sustain her commitment to using her parent’s inheritance to work for and support
peace and social justice activities.
Relationships of many kinds—with self, family and friends—were not only
essential to sustain, but were cited as critical when the women were asked how they were
able to come through any fears or hardships encountered during their long years of
activism. In addition to citing the relationships with friends and family, some of the
interviewees noted that it was their relationship with the community in a larger sense, be it
an organization, an affinity group, or, in some instances, a strong spiritual belief, that
sustained them particularly during times when they encountered fear or hardship.
Anna tells of the hardship she felt when some members of the local and politically
powerful Black community questioned her motives in her advocacy for immigrants coming
to their southern city. She was hurt deeply by those accusations and was revived and
strengthened when other members of the Black community publically came to her support.
Carolyn’s long-time association with her church affiliated affinity group supported her
through her fears when they engaged in actions on behalf of the homeless and were
confronted by Oakland police, or when she and her group occupied some vacant HUD
housing being sold rather than used for the homeless.
Finally, there is the relationship to organizations and the cause itself. Relative to
organizational commitment, Heather was the strongest interviewee on this point. Without
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an organization, Heather believed that having a vision and working strategically would be
very hard if not impossible to do. Heather stated:
There are three prime characteristics you need to understand as an organizer: one is
relationship, and how people are relating to each other; the second is power
relationships, and understanding what power you have, what power the other people
have; . . . and, the third is to understand people’s self-interest.
Heather understood the power of movements and stated, “You can’t create a movement,
but you can create organizations that bring people together, build coalitions, and, from that,
a movement can emerge.”
Jan, too, spoke of the role of organizations. However, like Heather—and unlike the
participants in Andrews’ 1991 book on lifelong activists, who were interested and
sustained by one organization, the Communist Party—she was not interested in any
particular one, rather, she was interested in organizing. Jan is a community organizer and
faculty member. Systems thinking and sustainability work “increased [her] understanding
of, and contributed to building national partnerships between schools and community
organizations to share best practices, vision and aspirations, and networks to further
advance collaboration to achieve mutual goals.” Although Jan also believes in the power
of one, she sees working within some organizational structures as the most effective way to
encourage social change.
There is also the relationship to activism itself. Nine of the 10 women responded
on the survey that personal identity was either “critical” or “very important” in sustaining
their activism. Jeanie says she was born with her faith and that she was “called to do
certain things with my life.” Jade spoke of being a lifelong activist because “it gets in your
blood. You don’t retire. It’s a way of life. In a way, it’s almost what identifies me . . . my
activism now is living.” Anna said “there was no question about it that I had to get
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involved because it was almost a survival piece for me. If I don’t do it it’s almost like I’m
dying on my own, I’m killing myself.” Aretha said:
You need to confront injustice, that’s absolutely necessarily, and whether it’s
tenacity, it’s like you don’t give up. You never, ever give up, because what’s the
alternative? You keep stepping, you know? You may get knocked down, but you
get back up and you keep stepping, because as long as you’re stepping, as long as
you’re moving . . . you’re adding to that change; you’re adding to it.
Heather noted, “I feel I was brought up with such a sense of the importance of treating
people with dignity and respect” which has informed her actions throughout her life.
In the literature reviewed for this dissertation study, the role of and multiplicity of
relationships was rarely discussed. Aside from Andrews’ (1991) study of lifelong activists
whose affiliation to the Communist Party was critical to sustaining their activism others
(Fendrich, 1977; Gaarder, 2007; Green, 2003; Jennings, 1987; Oskamp et al., 1992) wrote
about the relationship to organizations for activists. However, none of these studies
explored relationships in such diverse ways as articulated by the women interviewed in this
study. Here, we have a cohort of women expressing multiple aspects of relationships, each
important and each playing its part in helping sustain their long-term activism. Perhaps if
previous researchers had made a more explicit point of including women as their
participants, these multiple relationships would have been captured. However, as stated
previously, there is a paucity of women-focused research when it comes to understanding
the factors that sustain long-term peace and social justice activism.
Personal Spiritual Belief
Eight of the 10 women interviewed (5 women of Color and 3 White women), as
well as 46 of the 57 women who took the survey, indicated that a personal spiritual belief
was either “critical” or “very important” to sustaining their long-term commitment to peace
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and social justice activism. For the eight women interviewed, their affiliation to a spiritual
way came at various times, either very early in life, as with Jeanie who felt she was born
with it, as young children due to their family’s involvement with a church or traditions
expressed in the home, or as they matured and came to an understanding that there is
something bigger than what we know that is meaningful and worthy of attention. Aretha,
Tsivia, and Jade each had a relationship with a spiritual belief that promoted the idea of the
oneness of all things and their interconnection. This interconnection enables them to see
beyond the immediate to a more evolutionary sense of human evolvement and, at the same
time, to know that whatever action they took toward establishing social justice has
importance. It is this relationship to the importance of every action taken, no matter how
small it might seem, toward peace and justice that gives them both faith and courage to
preserver. Whenever Jeanie felt she could no longer go on, it was her relationship with
God that carried her forward. Jan’s Baha’i Faith carries her forward when the everyday
news of wars and human suffering becomes too much to bear.
Regardless of what the belief is, organized or not, traditional or not, all of the
interviewees expressed a belief in the oneness or interrelatedness of humanity. It is this
oneness that helps them see their own actions in perspective to current and historical
events. Aretha is guided by the Native American spiritual philosophy of understanding
ones actions have an impacting on the next seven generations. Tsivia calls her beliefs
“some kind of pagan universalism that just all being is valuable and needs to be sustained .
. . so mine is much more life love, nature love, and humanity love.”
Jade belongs to a church that “is an amalgamation of United Methodists,
Congregationalists, Progressive Presbyterians, and assorted other groups.” She finds:
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The spiritual aspect and . . . what it means to be an activist, what it means to heal
and how the acts of resistance have to be tempered with rest and healing and
accepting and forgiveness. It all goes together. (Jade)
Being associated with such a group assists Jade in her own continuing healing from past
hurts and helps her have an outlook on life that values community and compassion. Jan is
a member of the Baha’i Faith which “obligates one to engage in civil obedience while at
the same time recreating the world.” This faith supports her avocation of teaching, seeing
students as the next generation to carry on aspects of collaboration and cooperation in
building social structures that can sustain life in a healthy and healing way. In creating
those environments for students, Jan’s faith is reinforced as the students go into the world
carrying those ideas forward.
For Fanny Lou, being raised in the segregated South and being raised in a Black
church, “you were involved. That was part of the belief, because part of the spirituality of
the church is you don’t just go to church, but you also fought for rights in the name of
justice and freedom.” She has maintained an affiliation with a church that her son was
comfortable with, a Baptist church, but now that he is grown, she is “joining a multiracial,
smaller church that’s a very activist church. It really has a social agenda in addition to the
spiritual agenda.” Associating with a spiritual activist community lends support and
encouragement to its members and offers a place where issues can be discussed with likeminded members.
Carolyn belongs to an organized religious community, the Episcopal Peace
Institute (EPI) which is “an interfaith peace and justice education and action group . . . and
it currently focuses its work against nuclear weapons and educating people about the U.S.
Empire.” She has been a member of this group for years, starting back in the day of the
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Vietnam War, which was the original focus of the EPI. She joined and still belongs to an
affinity group that participates in nonviolent civil disobedience and its members, along
with her, are often arrested. Not only do the members of the affinity group participate in
political action together, they also have fun and celebrate together. They are lifelong
friends and are able to trust each other individually and collectively. At the time of the
interview, two members had just passed on and Carolyn’s sorrow was palpable when
speaking of these members, her friends. The bond of their affinity group, along with the
larger organization of the EPI, supports and encourages their commitment to activism.
When asked at the end of the interview whether there was something we had not spoken
about that she wished we had, she said she wished to speak about love. She said:
Love is what keeps us together. Love is a relationship that ties us together and
helps us keep on being able to work together. Kierkegaard says that God is a
relationship that relates itself to itself. Relationship is everything, and love is the
basic relationship. And justice is the social name of love.
In the literature reviewed for this study, the aspect of spiritualism, organized as
religion or not, was minimally mentioned. It did come up when the members of the
Plowshare movement engaged in their activism, however, it was mentioned almost as a
backdrop, not necessarily linked to why having their particular belief supported their peace
and social justice activism. It is worth saying that, when discussing the Plowshare
members, it was the males who were highlighted. Perhaps, if some women were
interviewed, the connection between their spiritual belief and their activism would have
emerged.
Additional Thoughts
A number of interviewees responses did not directly address their thoughts
regarding factors that sustain their activism, but I feel warrant some presence in the

179
dissertation because they shed more light on the sense of responsibility for the long-term
nature of these women’s commitment to social justice. One set of responses had to do with
the level of urgency experienced in the 1960s and 1970s and the behaviors that went along
with that urgency in relationship to present-day activism.
Most of the women acknowledged a level of urgency in their early years along with
some assumptions of knowing what the answers were to the world’s problems. Today,
however, the tendency is more about asking the right questions and letting future
generations (or countries) determine what the solutions are that would work best for them.
This urgency also speaks to a generational movement experienced by these women, a
framing which is consistent with the sustaining factor of historical perspective.
Carolyn, who said her level of urgency is greater today than in the 1960s and 1970s
because now she understands more, says it this way:
I think that what we’ve got to do is keep in mind that there is no perfect system.
The trouble with socialists, in general, at least people who are doctrinaire socialists,
they think they’ve got all the answer. We don’t have all the answers. What we do
have is we have some of the questions. And so we’ve got to keep on questioning.
Aretha’s urgency is not as intense as it was in the early days when “we thought ‘we’ll make
this revolution.’” Now, she believes:
Number one, you can’t always tell where it’s going to go. And number two, I grew
up enough to understand that you can’t control things. We thought we controlled
the world . . . that control was the goal . . . but control is not really the goal anymore
for me because I’ve learned that you can’t control things, but what you can do is
you can set things in motion.
Tsivia’s urgency is “slightly different in that I’m certainly less dogmatic, and I’m
more collaborative, and my ego is way down.” She now lets others take the leadership
roles and she herself is satisfied with contributing in ways that do not put her in the
limelight. Jeanie offers this reflection:
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I think the hardest thing for me when I was young, was that I had a vision for what
things—what the world should be like and I was frustrated because I thought that
older people should have changed it . . . and then as I aged, I saw that it takes a long
time to bring about change. And that we have to have a lot of patience and we just
have to keep struggling.
Jade says it is very different now. “I think in the early years, when I didn’t have
any attachments; it was very easy to be out there. I think it’s really different since I have a
family, and I actually have a career.” She adds that she is more thoughtful now with her
actions “more . . . prudent in who my allies are.” Anna’s response is similar to Jade’s.
Anna says “I think in the early years I was just angry and I just wanted to do something”
and she used to speak “without having much knowledge.” Now, she is “more measured”
and has “sort of clamed down.” Fanny Lou’s urgency is greater now then when she was
younger as she now witnesses how young African males are impacted by the
discriminatory juvenile justice system and she believes her “age has made me more vocal.
You cross that dippy threshold, and you start to say what you really think, and not worry so
much about the consequences.” She is much more likely to “challenge the people with the
purse strings.”
One of the questions asked interviewee was what had they learned from previous
generations of women activists. Each of the women was able to respond and share what
they had learned, although not all confined their responses to women activists. Some
interviewees answered with personal experiences about their family histories and about
their mother, grandmother, or other female relative in particular. Jade recalls stories of her
grandmother leaving her village every time the person came to bind the women’s feet. As
a result her grandmother never had her feet bound. It was a single act of defiance in a very
controlled society relative to women and Jade takes strength from this personal act. Anna
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recalls her grandmother taking her to the movies every Sunday, which gave Anna a
worldview bigger than that available in her town in Mexico. It is also what helped her
determine when she was seven that she would leave Mexico and immigrate to the United
States.
Heather said “I’ve taken a lot from activists of all generations . . . Cesar Chavez,
Fannie Lou Hamer, Ellen Startingsnick” in addition to Lucy Parsons, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony. What she took from all these examples was that they lived
Their life with decency, honesty, and a sense of moral center, and even when you
don’t know what to do, I often tell people, first figure out what is the just and right
thing to do? And at least start with what’s the right thing to do?
Fanny Lou says:
I guess it would all go back to my mother, right? She was my teacher; she was my
role model. She was pretty fearless. I think she was pretty fearless, and persistent.
I guess whatever I’ve learned I’ve learned from her. And I think . . . the primary
thing is it’s always about something bigger than yourself.
Two questions were added to the interview protocol once the interviews started.
Both were very personal and were intended to help me understand whether my research
met the ethical standard of beneficence, that is, the research benefited the participant as
much if not more than the benefit received by me, the researcher. Each woman was asked
how it felt to reflect back on her long years of activism and how it felt for her to know she
is adding to the scholarship on women’s long-term peace and social justice activism.
Fanny Lou felt “nostalgic” with her look back “for a time when people were not so
concerned about preserving and protecting their place in the social order, and there was
more of a commitment to the greater good.” When asked about adding to the scholarship
on women’s long-term activism she said:
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I feel a little bit like a fraud. When I think about the great things that women have
done in history, women that I’ve known, I feel like, eww, I don’t deserve to be
included in any piece of academic work about this.
Eleanor said “I’m a woman. It was uncomfortable. I still have trouble tooting my own
horn.” The other women expressed gratitude in one way or another in having the
opportunity to look back on their lives of activism, which they had not actively done prior
to this study. They were surprised and pleased to see all they had done and felt good about
their contributions.
When asked about their contribution to the scholarship, they offered phrases such as
“Oh, that’s a great feeling” (Jeanie) or
I’m really touched, and I’m particularly touched because I feel that women of
color—I’m going to add women who are not Black or White—have been excluded.
Our voices have been excluded from discussion about the movement. (Jade)
Anna said “it was like I received a medal for activists and nobody gives you a medal for
that, but it was like, oh, this is a medal, I’ve earned it. Very proud, absolutely very proud.”
Aretha struck a similar note in her comments:
I think that’s great, and I think it’s great because I’m a Black woman, [and] I’m
always anxious to add a voice from the margins so that we can understand the
complexity of what it is to be a woman, because people still say women, and mean
White women. . . . So, when I am able to add the voice of a woman of Color, and
then I’m thrilled, delighted, tickled to death, so to speak.
Tsivia, like Anna said “I feel very proud! Very proud! Too bad I can’t use it on my
resume [Laughter].” Eleanor added “wonderful, great.” Based on these comments, it
seems fair to say that the standard of beneficence has been met.
Summary
The primary focus of this research was to explore the question of what factors
sustain women through lives of peace and social justice activism. The in-depth interviews
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of 10 women who entered their political activism in the 1960s and 1970s provided
illuminating insight into the factors sustaining this diverse generation of social justice
activist. Based on these interviews, the factors that emerged are historical perspective,
relationships, gender and race, and personal spiritual belief. When compared with the
literature reviewed for this dissertation, some of these factors and their importance appear
for the first time and, thus, add new light to understanding the long-term peace and social
justice activism of today’s women activists.
The criticality of having perspective (both personally and historically) about
themselves as activists and about the role their work played in supporting the peace and
social justice agenda was both additive to the scholarship and can be enlightening for
current and future activists in assisting their commitment to sustaining their activism. To
have perspective requires having the time and support to both looking within and beyond
the self. This look supports the concept of self-care, which is a component of sustainability
expressed by every interviewee. If one is not able to manage care of self within the larger
context of social change, burnout and disillusionment can fester, which can debilitate the
ability of one to stay committed for the long-term.
A part of that perspective included their having a long view of history and how that
helps sustain them. It let them understand that small steps were significant steps and that
the kind of change they were working toward would take time. This gave them an ability
to have patience within their urgency around issues in which they were involved. This long
view of history is additive both to the scholarship and to support current and future activists
because, too often, the urgency of the moment or the immediacy of an action can render
activists myopic and miss the interrelatedness of their struggle to those that have come
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before. Having that historical relationship does not diminish the sincerity, energy, or
urgency of activists, but can feed those elements as people realize they are a part of great
and continuing peace and social justice movements filled with similarly dedicated people
throughout this country and the world. That sense of belonging places one within historical
context and can help activists feel proud for their contribution. It also adds to the concept
of perspective in understanding how long some change takes. With an understanding of
the longevity of the struggle it can help activists settle in for the long-term.
Perhaps because this study limited its participants to women, it was not surprising
to find that the concept of relationships as an important and critical factor in sustaining
activism for the long-term. Focus on relationships is, after all, one of the quintessential
essentialist stereotypes attributed to women. However, what was surprising were the
numerous ways that relationships were expressed and experienced and how important each
of those types of relationships was to sustaining long-term activism. The relationships
included oneself, family, friends and like-minded people, the concept of an organization
(rather than to any particular organization), and activism itself. In the literature reviewed
for this dissertation, little was said about relationships other than to formal organizations,
such as the Communist Party (Andrews, 1991). It was as though family and friends did not
exist. Not so for this generation of women.
By asking explicitly about how and if the social constructs of gender and race
played any part in motivating and sustaining their activism over the long-term, the
interviewees were able to inform the study of how critical each of those aspects of their
lives were and are to their activism and in keeping them engaged in peace and social justice
activities. Whether essentializing women or not, each felt there was something about being
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a woman that supported their activism. They might have had direct experience being
oppressed as a female child or witnessed or learned about generational oppression of
female family members. Or, as they matured they acquired a political consciousness
through years of activism both on a national and international scale of the subordinate place
of women which knowledge helped them sustain their commitment to peace and social
justice activism. Also revealed in the interviews was the role race played and plays in
these women’s activism. Perhaps expected was the response of the women of Color
regarding the important role race played in their social engagement; not so expected, yet
gratefully acknowledged, was how the White women likewise said their race impacted
their activism. They each see themselves as having White privilege and use it as a tool to
further the peace and social justice agenda. These findings seem particularly important and
significant because (a) women and people of color have often been left out of the scholarly
work (Anderson, 1995; Cole, 1993; Farber, 1994a, 1994b; Fendrich, 1974, 1977; Fendrich
& Lavoy, 1988; Gitlin, 1993; Green, 2003; Nepstad, 2004; Stewart et al., 1998; Unger &
Unger, 1998), and (b) as we move forward in an increasing multicultural social justice
movement, recognition of the role is important, and will be explored more fully in
Chapter VI.
And finally, the role of spirituality in sustaining the women for the long-term was
explored and what emerged from the interviewees was surprising. In each instance, the
spirituality offered by the interviewees encompassed a belief that was both hopeful and
grounded in compassion toward self and others. It supported engagement of the women to
help create a more peaceful and just environment however they were able to accomplish
that goal. It also offered a space to create community either within a structured religious
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context or a more loosely undefined spiritual belief that in turn supports the women. It
provided the women with a concept of something existing that is much larger than can be
experienced as physical. That larger something offers a perspective of the
interconnectedness of all things and, thus, the importance of each person and their actions
in moving the world toward a more peaceful and just place. In some instances, the spiritual
belief spoke to the evolution of humanity moving from our current competitive way of
being to a more collaborative one. This alone engenders hope and helps sustain activism.
These four elements or themes do not appear in the literature reviewed for this
study as it relates to women’s life-long peace and social justice activism. As mentioned in
Chapters I and II, there is a paucity of research that includes women activists; there is even
less that speaks to women of Color as activists (Cole, 1993), and, but for Andrews’ (1991)
study of life-long English activists, nowhere has the length of activism looked at for this
study been addressed. Thus, the information gathered herein adds important data to the
scholarship on each of these elements; women, women of Color, and their role in long-term
activism.
In Chapter VI, I make meaning of all the accumulated information addressed in this
study and offer some personal reflections on what I have learned during the process of
creating this dissertation. I also explore what I think of my own activism after
experiencing the interviews with the 10 wonderful participants.

187
Chapter VI: Making Meaning
In this final chapter, I probe the meaning of the findings that emerged from my
study exploring the factors that sustained this generation of women’s peace and justice
activism over the long-term. I summarize some of the findings from the two phases of the
study, the survey and the interviews, and position them relative to the literature. My hope
is that this work will contribute to our knowledge of what sustains women’s long-term
peace and social justice activism. I discuss the implications of this study’s findings for
activists working in and leading social change, particularly emphasizing the implications of
the findings for the current and future generations of peace and social justice activists. In
the course of this discussion, I also offer thoughts for future research that can deepen and
broaden what has been found here. Finally, I have added some reflections on what I have
learned during this process as an activist scholar-researcher. As a postscript, I conclude
this final chapter by adding some personal reflections on my own activism in relationship
to the key findings of this study. These personal reflections complete the circle for now,
for the question that started me on this dissertation journey came from a personal place and
it seems fitting to end it the same way.
A Review of the Study
My search for existing empirical scholarship on women’s long-term peace and
social justice activism revealed an incredible paucity of information as documented in
Chapter II. Part of what was absent was agreed-upon definitions of words used to study
this theme, such as activist or activism, social justice, peace, and long-term commitment.
There was no singular definition for any of these as these words gain their meaning often
within the context of their usage rather than in abstraction. As I embarked on the study, I,
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therefore, had to craft definitions that both defined and delimited my work. As a reminder,
the term of activist used herein was defined as a person who engages in public actions that
challenge the status quo when the status quo limits, excludes, or denies respect and dignity
to people. As described in Chapter II, while activists have been studied as members of a
particular student cohort or by affiliation with a particular organization or association with
a particular movement, often a political involvement scale was used to measure their
political participation and commitment (Abramowitz & Nassi, 1981; Braungart &
Braungart, 1990; Downton & Wehr, 1997; Fendrich, 1974, 1977; Oskamp et al., 1992).
Another definitional path was also the inclusion of the feminist concept of activism that has
not been considered in the hetero-patriarchal construct of the word—that is, activism
consists of both public and private actions (Trebilcot, 1986). Nowhere was a singular
definition found that could be simply transferred to this study.
Similarly there was no singular concept of social justice found in the literature
review for this study. Going back as far as the writings of Plato, one can find various
meanings of justice and its companion, social justice (Hayek, 1976; McCormick, 2003), but
again, nothing for a scholar to use as a singular and all-inclusive definition. After
reviewing the literature describing the concepts of commutative and distributive justice,
and including the feminist contributions that relate to issues of relationships, care, and
compassion (Clement, 1996; Gilligan, 1982), the definition constructed for this study
addresses structural disparities in the human condition that create disproportional
acquisition of economic, social or political power, the effect of which leaves people
exploited, marginalized, and denied dignity and respect by the dominant culture.
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In constructing a definition of peace, I looked at the literature and found three
lenses of peace: negative peace (the elimination of violence), positive peace (the
establishment of justice), and personal/spiritual peace (an inner centered concept). In
researching each of these aspects, I deliberated what I should use as my working definition
and came to the conclusion that my definition was inclusive of actions that people utilize to
prevent or stop oppressive behaviors of individuals or larger social entities (negative peace)
and those actions that create alternate ways of being that free the human spirit in activities
of collaboration and cooperation (positive peace).
The final foundational definition constructed for this study was related to the
concept of long-term activism. The literature reviewed for this study showed that the
concept of long-term was, with one notable exception (Andrews, 1991), limited to time
periods extending from 5 to 20 years, far briefer than the timeframe of 40 or more years
used herein. I conceived of long-term as a much longer trajectory than what was found in
the literature.
The very nature of this study added to the existing scholarship by its focus on
women activists, specifically U.S. women peace and social justice activists. Other than
Anderlini (2007), Cole (1993), Gaarder (2007), and Stewart et al. (1998), there are no or
very few empirical studies found that are exclusively about women activists. This is
somewhat remarkable and perhaps a testament of how much further we have to go before
women are included in the scholarship addressing activism in general and analyzing the
volatile and transformative times of the 1960s and 1970s in the U.S. in particular. This
study offers a beginning in remedying this gross oversight.
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Further, this study was deliberate in its attempt to oversample women of Color for
the interview phase of the research. For, as absent as women are from the activist
literature, even more absent are of women of Color. Aretha, one of the interviewees, is
pleased to have been included in this study. She says when the scholarship speaks of
women, White is the concept that prevails, thus excluding the “voice from the margins.”
Jade was not only pleased that women of Color were included in this study, but that the
concept of women of Color went beyond only meaning Black women. The sample size in
this study is too small to make any generalizations about women of Color activists, but is a
start in remedying their virtual exclusion from existing activist scholarship. Future
research for and about women of Color activists would make their presence even more
evident and would continue to fill a huge existing gap.
The scholarship on activism is also silent about what sustains lives of peace and
social justice activists, whether the research focused on women or not. There have been a
number of studies that have asked activists to identify what motivated their political
commitment years later (Beardslee, 1983; Braungart & Braungart, 1990; Cole, 1993;
Downton & Wehr, 1997; Einwohner, 2002; Fendrich, 1974, 1977; Fendrich & Lavoy,
1988; Flacks, 1967; Nepstad, 2004; Oskamp et al., 1992). However, I was unable to find a
study that actually asked the activists what kept them going for the long-term regardless of
how that term was defined. Learning about what sustains activism, as this study does,
begins to fill this gap in the literature at least insofar as it relates to U.S. women of this
particular generational cohort.
The findings of this study are not generalizable due to the relatively small sample
size of the survey responses (N = 57) or the interviewee participants (N = 10). However,
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some of the findings have transferability and add to the scholarship and may also be
relevant to current and future activists engaged in leading change as the discussion later in
this chapter will explore. The survey findings showed that the most critical factors
identified to sustaining activism were having a personal spiritual belief, personal identity, a
personal need for meaning in your life, and creating a just future for your children. The
majority of respondents identified as very important factors support from friends followed
by support from a peer network and having a long view of history. The survey findings
were thoroughly examined and reaffirmed through the interviews. The clusters of factors
that emerged from the interviewees were historical perspective, relationship, gender and
race, and a personal spiritual belief.
It is important to highlight that the four cluster factors were addressed separately in
this study as a descriptive necessity; however, the interviewees would be hard pressed to
separate them as I have done, as they are actually intricately intertwined within each other.
Aretha, for example, addressed this point when she responded to the intersectionality of the
race and gender question that as a Black woman she was not able to create a separation. It
is not clear if any one of these factors found through the interviews was not present
whether there would still be the ability to sustain long-term activism. Further research
exploring race and gender is necessary and would help in our understanding of the role
each plays in sustaining activism.
Adding to the Scholarship on Factors That Sustain Long-term Activism
One finding from this research that is shared with other studies is that holding a
historical perspective sustains activism. Common to each of the 10 interviewees was their
long view of history combined with their capacity to accept small steps toward change.
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Those factors were also found in the studies by Andrews (1991) and Downton and Wehr
(1997). The blending of urgency with incremental change may seem dichotomous. How
these women were able to reconcile that dichotomy is worthy of highlighting.
It is easy to allow the feeling of urgency in addressing the oppression of others to
cloud compassion for self and for co-activists struggling for the same goals. The sense of
urgency can lead to dogmatism and the alienation of potential allies in a common struggle.
Additionally, as Heather wisely pointed out in her interview, urgency can mean expending
tremendous amounts of energy only to have the results not seem worth the effort. That can
lead to discouragement and people dropping out of their activism or worse. The urgency of
the 1960s and 1970s experienced often led to hurtful behaviors (Anderson, 1995; Aptheker,
2006; Downton & Wehr, 1997; Gitlin, 1993; Jones, 2007; Parks Daloz et al., 1996; Rettig,
2006; Wilkerson, 2007) in the name of transformative change. Managing urgency in the
hope of not replicating those painful experiences of past movements would be wise counsel
for future generations of activists. The women in this study maintained their urgency for
change while viewing small steps as victories cumulatively building positive movements
toward the larger goals of peace and social justice.
The multiplicity of relationships was another noteworthy finding, and not found in
other studies reviewed for this dissertation. Essentializing stereotypes of women would
lead one to assume that relationships would be mentioned as a factor to help sustain their
activism, as women are assumed by nature to be relational. Standpoint theory would
suggest women engage in myriad relationships as a way to sustain their activism because
they are relational given women’s positionality and socialization in society. So, from
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either of these perspectives, finding relationships to be a factor that sustains women would
not be surprising.
However, in this study and not found elsewhere in the literature, the multiplicity of
types of relationships and their role in supporting activism emerged. Those include
relationships with self and family, including parents, partners and spouses, children,
grandchildren, and great grandchildren. This could be seen as relating to Ruddick’s (as
cited in Harding, 2004) work on maternal thinking as a feminist standpoint and the role of
the “value of care” or “caring labor” (p. 165). She stated, “there is . . . nothing above or
below preservative love, only the ongoing intellectual-practical acts of seeing children as
vulnerable and responding to that vulnerability with a determination to protect rather than
to abandon or assault.” Here, Ruddick spoke of women taking action much as the activists
in this study have done. For, as their own statements and the survey data indicate, a
sustaining factor in this cohort of women’s peace and social justice activism was in
creating a just future for their children.
Additionally, there were relationships with friends and like-minded people who
offered support and comfort. Finally, there were relationships with organizations and to
the cause itself, the latter adding an activist sense of identity for the women. The
multiplicity of relationships supports feminist standpoint theory in that the socialization of
women in this culture is about creating and maintaining relationships and doing the
emotional work it entails. Gilligan (1982) acknowledged this socialization and asserted its
value to the scholarship on human development: “women’s development delineates the
path not only to a less violent life but also to a maturity realized through interdependence
and taking care” (p. 172). Similarly, Belenky et al. (1997) said “women typically approach
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adulthood with understanding that the care and empowerment of others is central to their
life’s work” (p. 48). Rarely in the activist scholarship reviewed was the concept of
relationship addressed so fully and nowhere was it found to be addressed in such a
multidimensional way as what emerged in this study. I believe it is appropriate to state that
the activism of these women and their commitment to peace and social justice exemplifies
living the ethic of care.
Interestingly and different from Andrews’ (1991) study, the majority of the 57
women who completed the survey and the 10 women who were interviewed, did not find
affiliating with a particular organization to be identified as critical, very important, or even
important. Apparently, this finding is different for this generational cohort than earlier
ones that have been researched.
For example, in Andrews’ (1991) study, the only other study that looked at activism
for a comparable length of time as was done here, the life-long participants were heavily
invested in the Community Party; it was commitment to The Party and an ideology that
sustained the activists even when particular events or actions engaged in promoting that
ideology were not successful. No such singular commitment to a party or ideology
emerged from this cohort of women.
Yet, all of the women interviewed in this study were affiliated in some way with
one or more organizations that helped them sustain their activism. The organizations
ranged from spiritual to ones more directly associated with peace and social justice
activism. In the latter instance, what is important is the concept of belonging to an
organization that has strategic actions and goals along with the capacity to affect those
goals. The organizations created a space where numbers of people worked together to
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actualize common goals. As the women interviewed attested, being around like-minded
people helped to sustain their activism.
While this study did not specifically address the intersectionality of race and
gender, it did ask participants about the influence of each on their activism. On occasion,
the social construct of race was addressed in studies on activists (Cole, 1993; Fendrich,
1977; Stewart et al., 1998) and in some studies, gender is included (Anderlini, 2007; Cole,
1993; Gaarder, 2007; Stewart & Healy, 1986; Stewart et al., 1998). In addition, there were
studies reviewed herein where race was not addressed at all (Downton & Wehr, 1997;
Gaarder, 2007; Green, 2003). However, in the research reviewed for this study I did not
find where participants were asked the questions contained in this study; that is, did gender
and race impact engagement in activism and whether gender and race helped sustain longterm activism.
Almost 90% of the survey responses indicated that gender definitely or somewhat
affected her decision to participate in activism, and almost 79% said it definitely or
somewhat had an effect on her ability to persist. The comments regarding the role gender
played seemed, at times, somewhat essentializing. There appeared to be something about
being a woman, however unable the participants were to define it, that engendered them to
gravitate toward life-affirming activities such as stopping war, ending world hunger, or
caring for the disadvantaged and or dispossessed, in general. Utilizing feminist standpoint
theory, this undefined aspect of being a woman could stem from the role socialization this
generational cohort was expected to fulfill. Women were and continue to be socialized to
be the caretakers and supporters of life-affirming activities. The data from this study
supports such a conclusion. This gender component should be further researched for it
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may be important as we think about organizing for change. Perhaps this is why women,
albeit often unrecognized historically, have been at the forefront of so many social
movements.
Seventy-three percent of the survey respondents said that their race definitely or
somewhat impacted their decision to participate in activism, and 40% said it definitely or
somewhat enabled them to persist. The responses from the 10 interviewees were an
overwhelming “yes” to each aspect of the race questions. As might be expected, the
women of Color interviewees all noted how race impacted their activism. Gratifying was
the finding that all of the White women interviewees also noted how their race impacted
their activism, specifically in addressing the concept of White privilege. They viewed their
privilege as a tool to promote change and to stand in where it might be dangerous for
people of Color to participate in various political actions.
One interviewee, Carolyn, spoke of her understanding of placing herself in harm’s
way to be arrested rather than an activist of Color doing so for, as a White women, she
would likely receive less harsh treatment from the police. Jeanie, another interviewee, used
her privilege to help prisoners while in South Korea and currently in her home state where
there is gross disproportionality of people of color imprisoned in relationship to their
numbers in the general population. She advocates on behalf of this disenfranchised
population and believes if more White people got involved in this injustice, attempts to
remedy it would be more successful.
The final cluster factor that the study participants’ responses highlighted was their
personal spiritual belief. Almost 74% of the survey respondents indicated that having their
personal spiritual belief helped to sustain their activism. Of the 10 interviewees, eight
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expressed that a spiritual belief helped them never to feel alone (Jeanie), helped create a
community which is a support system (Jan, Fanny Lou, Carolyn), or helped give meaning
to their everyday actions and activities (Aretha, Tsivia, Jan).
No matter whether the spiritual belief was constructed as an organized form such as
a church, or as a philosophical way of viewing the universe, the respondents saw
themselves as part of a greater whole, interconnected with all things leading to peace and
social justice. It provided a belief system in which goodness of and interconnected human
condition would flourish when the guiding principles of cooperation and compassion are
actualized and flow from the heart. They are beliefs of hope.
Implications for Those Working in and Leading Social Justice Change Efforts
This study offers implications for activists leading change, whether within formal
organizations or as part of larger social movements. Unlike much of the literature on
leadership (Bennis, 1993; Burns, 1978; Heifetz, 1994; Northouse, 1997) and change
(Greenleaf, 2002; Senge, 1994), in this study, I choose to not make a distinction between
the concepts of leader and follower. In doing so, I reframed the concept of leader to one
who engages in leading and creating and participating in social change, such as social
justice activists.
Each of the women interviewed herein have exemplified the concept of activist
leader in the areas they chose to invest their energy. This activist leadership, with its
utilization of the factors that sustain activism that emerged from this study, fits well with
the model of participatory leadership developed by Warron and Cressey (n.d.) from the
Center for Women’s Intercultural Leadership (2005) at Saint Mary’s College in Illinois. In
that model, they offered eight elements that address both developing personal leadership
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and community building. Those elements are the leader within, diverse women as planners
and participants, dialogue on power and privilege, build community, women’s sacred
space, use participatory techniques to create equity and voice, keep our eyes on the prize,
and never the same way twice. These elements can be found in one form or another in the
leadership actions of the women in this study. Aretha was an activist leader who used art
to challenge her students to find their discomfort zones relative to multicultural
understanding. Fanny Lou was an activist leader in her volunteer work trying to change the
disparities in treatment between young males of Color and Whites in the juvenile justice
system. Eleanor was an activist leader in her “invisible” support of board members on
numerous peace and social justice organizations and in her commitment to working for
peace in the Middle East. Jan was an activist leader as she created networks between
environmental and student groups in addition to co-creating new organizations to work on
justice issues near and dear to her heart. The examples abound for each of the women
interviewees and would grow if all 57 women who answered the survey had been
interviewed.
The concept of social justice activist as leader presented here is not one currently
found in much of the leadership scholarship. Seeing activists as leaders broadens the
concept of leadership and is inclusive of the everyday lives of peace and social justice
activists. Being inclusive also flattens the hierarchical concept found so often in the
leadership literature based on positional and hierarchical authority to a more egalitarian
one, and more clearly honors the efforts of the multitudes of activists and grassroots
organizers. I would like my work to contribute to the notion of activist as leader to be
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more prominent in the scholarship and to elevate the work done by peace and social justice
activists.
Lessons Learned
Unfortunately, very little about oppression and injustice is actually new, and just as
with those who got their start 40 years ago, new generations are entering into their lives of
activism today. As part of this study, the 10 interviewees were asked if there was any
advice they would like to offer current and future activists to help them sustain their
activism for the long-term. I strongly believe elders have wisdom and experience that can
help illuminate some of the obstacles on the path toward social justice. Speaking with
movement elders has benefits that go both ways. There is much to learn from our elders.
But there is also much to offer to them. As elders engage with the next generation of
activists, they will feel the young energy, exuberance, and hopefulness. As Eleanor said,
she “want[s] to make sure that when I’m gone there’s going to be plenty of people around
making trouble.” Intergenerational conversations can lighten elder activists’ spirits and
keep their hope alive.
Part of the motivation of my study was to learn from these women so their
experiences would not be lost and could be shared. In honoring their activism, their words
bring forth much wisdom. Jeanie wishes the next generation of activists “to have lots of
patience; do what is presented to us; go forward with courage; reach out to one another;
[remember that] we each have our own gifts.” Jade advises “take care of yourself; if you
are not healed . . . soothed . . . loved . . . taken care of . . . if you are not whole, you’re no
good to any movement.” Mostly, she wishes activists to “not hurt yourself while being of
service.” Anna reminds activists that their actions “may seem small, but it’s really great;
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the ripple effect touches many people and generations.” She advises “you have to tell
stories otherwise people will forget; obtain a sense of history and that what they are doing
is something that eventually will end up in some museum or somebody’s book.”
Aretha offers that activists should “be cautious with slogans; they have a place but
peace and social justice work is much more complex than the slogans.” She asks that you
“have courage, tenacity, [and] humility; be able to look at yourself; be the change you wish
to see.” Tsivia echoes some of what the other women have already offered and adds that
one should “shop around for the right group; be open to other peoples ideas; work with
diverse people and with diverse styles and opinions.” Carolyn reminds activists that “there
is no perfect system; we don’t have all the answers; what we do have is we have some of
the questions.” She goes on to say “this whole thing is international in scope; there is no
people . . . no country . . . no economic system that is not capable of doing wrong, and
being selfish and being self-interested.”
Eleanor suggests activists “work on not taking it personally, whatever it is” and
further adds “it’s a responsibility, everything we do with principle and clarity is ultimately
additive . . . even if we can’t see it at the moment.” Heather wants activists to “take a
stand; support people who are trying to make a difference. “ She adds “organize; only if
you organize can you really change the world; believe in the power of people to come
together; be clear about what you care about; do this kind of work for [your] life.” Fanny
Lou suggests activists “choose the vehicle through which you advocate for your cause
carefully; affiliate with credible activists [ones] that are very strategic in what they do and
how they do it.” She continues by saying “a modest voice isn’t necessarily going to bring
about change.”
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And finally, Jan says “it all matters; women can do it all; be as present as you can,
be present and grateful for what comes at us at the moment.” Further, she echoes others by
saying “it all doesn’t have to happen now, in this moment, but will happen over time; see
how [you] are all part of a greater whole.”
If we take to heart what these participants have shared in terms of what has kept
them going and sustained them over the long-term, we learn important personal and
organizing strategies. We learn that activists should have a historical perspective as to
where the current issue resides, not only for themselves but to share with others engaged in
the struggle so they might see and understand their place in time. It is also critical to have
an understanding of the importance and the multiplicity of relationships people need to
sustain their activism. These relationships may have people engaging and disengaging
from activism at times when it may seem inopportune to the task at hand. Activists leading
change need to understand the ramifications that might occur if they fail to realize that we
all have full lives, aspects of which, at times, will override our political involvement.
There needs to be room and understanding for people like Tsivia who take sabbaticals
every once in a while to replenish her energy so she may continue with her activism. And
room should be made for someone like Carolyn who decides to step aside so she will not
be arrested along with her affinity group because being arrested would harm her child.
Activists leading change need to be mindful about not passing judgment about others and
how they choose to be in relationship to self, family, friends, and the organization and
cause.
Those leading social change movements need to be attuned to the roles gender and
race play in why people may enlist in activism and how it keeps them engaged, particularly
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if the organization or movement is predominately composed of members of the dominant
culture. 37 And finally, it would be wise for activist leaders to understand that many people
need and might have an external commitment to a personal spiritual belief or consciousness
that guides their every day lives and their activism. So often, social movements articulate a
secular vision that may alienate those inspired by spiritual belief. This is important
because it could help determine strategies in which people are willing to engage and those
they are not.
Of primary importance for activists leading change is to understand that all people
have lives and interests that are complex and require energy to maintain in a healthy way.
As Jade advises, if we are not caring about ourselves, it will be difficult to be active in the
name of caring for others.
Future Research Opportunities
In many ways, this dissertation offers baseline information that adds to the
scholarship on women’s long-term peace and social justice activism. Each of the
definitions offered and the cluster of factors introduced here could be avenues of further
research. The definition of peace and social justice activist could be delimited to only
include those people engaged in organized and purposeful actions in collaboration with
others within a formal organization. That is not the definition used here, but if pursued, it
could certainly add to the scholarship.
Additionally each of the four factors found in this study would benefit from further
research. For example, the concept of historical perspective could be looked at relative to
37

Socio-economic class issues were not explored in this study and would benefit from further research to see
how it intersects with race and gender when discussing sustainability in peace and social justice activism.
Fanny Lou and Heather touched on this briefly when the former was describing the disproportionate
punishments of White and young men of Color in the juvenile justice system and the latter with social and
cultural aspects that influence each of us.
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how it helps activists in their daily lives focusing on whether particular aspects of history
or generational experiences are accessed more often than others. The factor of
relationships has multiple facets to it and further research could help understand the
criticality of each of those parts (such as the role of parents or friends, and the nature of the
private sphere). The role gender and race play deserves further attention as it was only
touched on briefly within this study.
Every human being, activist or not, has a gender and racial identity. A more
focused study on gender and the role it has and continues to play in determining activists’
participation and their ability to sustain their activism is needed. A study focused on
gender and racial identity would be extremely helpful and vitally important to
understanding how race impacts women of Color’s long-term peace and social justice
activism to a much greater degree than was addressed herein. It might take a researcher of
Color to elicit a greater response rate on a survey than I was able to achieve and perhaps
have an easier time of finding women of Color participants for interviews. I am incredibly
grateful to the women of Color who did respond to the survey and who agreed to be
interviewed. Their input has started the documentation. The insidiousness that racism
plays in our culture has virtually kept the experiences of women of Color’s activism out of
the empirical scholarship reviewed for this study. As mentioned earlier, in a number of
previous studies on activists reviewed for this dissertation, race was not mentioned at all
when describing the participants. In addition, when reviewing adult development models
of Erickson (as cited in Boerre, n.d.) and Levinson (1996), there is no mention or indication
of the race of the participants they studied. This current study highlights the experiences of
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women of Color in an empirical study and contributes to a wider body of theoretical
feminist literature that addresses these issues.
The role that personal spiritual belief plays in supporting life-long activists is also a
ripe area for further research. It would be interesting to delve more deeply into the
interviewees’ spiritualism and explore how their chosen spiritual paths impacts activism.
For example, what actions do they take or decide not to take based on their spiritual
beliefs? Do their spiritual beliefs help them decide in which causes to become involved?
How did their spiritual path come into their lives? Were there precipitating events that
moved them in that particular direction and if so, what were they? There is a wealth of
information to be discovered that would help inform sustainability.
Other research opportunities include conducting a similar study for U.S. men’s
long-term activists and then compare those finding with the ones contained in this study.
To do so would develop a more inclusive understanding of the role of gender and help
scholars understand what, if any, differences there are in the factors that sustain women’s
and men’s long-term activism.
This study was limited to U.S. women. It would be very interesting to learn what
sustains women from different countries who engaged in long-term peace and social justice
activism. How similar or different are we? Do relationships play as prominent role in
sustaining activism of women internationally? And, if so, are the relationships as
multifaceted or more so than the ones mentioned by the women in this study?
Designing a study that enables more respondent participation would also be
important. As a doctoral student stepping into original scholarly research for the first time,
I was deliberate in creating boundaries around the research that included limiting the
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number of interviews. As is discussed more fully below, those limitations enabled me to
accomplish my research and complete my study; however, the results are not thorough
enough to be generalizable. There are thousands of activists in this country whose input
should be obtained so we can have a greater and wider understanding of factors that enable
sustained activism.
And finally, what would be interesting is to design a study of a different
generational cohort that has some other point of entry for their activism other than the
1960s and 1970s. What motivated them to get involved and what keeps them going? What
will be the factors that sustain those who entered today’s green movements 40 years from
now?
Reflections on the Study
This study was designed to meet the expectations of doctoral research in terms of
scope and time. Those limitations included obtaining the number of survey responses
needed to have sufficient data to find the participants to interview. The interviews were
limited to 10 and were sufficient for this study. However, after speaking with the women
for the hour or two, I regretted not choosing a different method for the study. I struggled
mightily for over two weeks with how to report what I had learned in the interviews. As
often has happened during this entire dissertation process, the revelatory moment came in
the dream state. I realized I wanted to do portraits of each woman as a way to let the reader
know the fullness, power, and beauty each of these women possess.
I also wanted to speak with the women for much longer than the 1 to 2 hours that
we did so I could learn more about them and share with them my own experiences. In
some instances, I did continue the conversation after we were off tape and that was
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somewhat satisfying. I realized I was I was feeling as though I had found a new friend
through these interviews and I wanted that friendship to be fuller than time allowed. Once
this dissertation is completed, I will be sending all of the survey respondents and
particularly the interviewees a heartfelt thank you along with the link to the dissertation. I
will also offer the interviewees the ability for those who desire to connect with each other.
That was a request from some of the women and although I cannot break confidentiality I
can create the opportunity for such connections to occur.
In this sequential mixed method approach, I used some of the factors from the
survey in the semi-structured interview protocol. One of those was about having a long
view of history. I asked each woman when she acquired the long view and how it
sustained her activism. As the researcher, I became aware of how often I asked that
question (10 times) and it started to feel like I was controlling the interview more than I
wanted. It occurred to me that perhaps I should have asked the more direct question of
“What keeps you going?” and let the information evolve, a process more aligned with the
method of grounded theory. Due to the time constraints I placed on the interviews,
answering the question in that way could have taken up the whole session. It may also
have revealed different and, as of yet, unidentified factors that sustain. On the other hand,
focusing the questioning to some of the prompts in the survey helped develop deeper
understanding and made the data from both the survey and the interviews more
manageable. Thus, I have no regrets on that aspect. The question remains if a more open
ended inquiry would have produced different responses. Future research could answer that
question.
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The aspect of urgency was touched on in the interviews and I would like to have
gone into it more deeply. I discussed urgency with my friend, Dr. Eleanor Levine, and she
brought to my attention more than one way to look at the concept (Eleanor Levine,
personal communication, August 5, 2010). I looked at it from an organizing point of view.
For example, many of us felt great urgency in the 1970s to end the war in Vietnam.
Eleanor brought forth the idea that there might be urgency on a personal level for the
women to engage in peace and social justice work regardless of the type of work that
wound up being. The way I framed the questions to the interviewees was about the former.
It would be interesting to know what if any role the latter might have played.
The final reflection on this research was my realization of how dependent I was on
the kindness of strangers to make me successful. That kindness involved a willingness of
friends and strangers alike to offer names of women as potential participants, for women to
take the time to answer a survey which, at times, asked complicated questions, and for
women to agree to be interviewed. Without everyone coming forward, I could never have
accomplished this study. Aside from being enormously grateful, I also came to understand
an aspect of myself. Like many, I have a sense of self that enables me to take care of
business. I have a history of accomplishing goals set before me and have full confidence in
myself to be successful when left to do a job. In this instance, I could not simply rely on
myself to be successful. This time I had to rely on others.
The day after I sent out my “all call” to over 3,000 people on various listserves to
which I belong, I was in a panic as to whether anyone would answer. When the
recommendations started coming in, I was able to breath. Finding enough correct names
and email addresses was also a tension point as was emailing the request to participate and
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anxiously awaiting the replies. I had to depend on at least five of the 13 women of Color
who took the survey to agree to be interviewed. I cannot recall when I have been so
dependent on others to allow me to be successful.
Postscript
I embarked on this dissertation study as a result of wondering what keeps my
friendship with three other women going for over 40 years. The focus of that question
grew into the title of this work. The cohort of women studied is my cohort, for like many, I
come from a line of activists and early in life was involved in peace and social justice
issues. I continued, to one degree or another, to stay politically active for over 50 years,
not without respite, but always reentering after an absence occurred. I wondered many
times as to what keeps me going. As stated in the introduction to this study, my hope was
that as I found what keeps other women from my generation going, I would discover
something about my own factors that sustain. To a degree, I have.
Like the women in this study, I too have a historical perspective and a long view of
history. However, unlike the women for whom holding a long view has sustained them, it
has not helped me in accepting small steps toward change. I am troubled with the slow
pace of change for it is beyond my comprehension why some of the peace and social
justice issues we have to contend with are still with us. Emma Goldman worked for
women’s rights in the late 1800s and early 1900s. She fought for equal pay for women,
safe childcare, and safe birth control among other issues. My mother, in her activism
during the 1940s and through the 1980s, worked for the same issues. When I was more
involved during the 1960s through the 1980s, I too focused some of my work on these
same issues. As of the writing of this dissertation, these same issues are still with us. I
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understand intellectually, politically, and personally that progress that has been made.
Emotionally, however, I find it incomprehensible and troubling that these issues still
demand our attention and activism.
I addressed urgency in the dissertation as this is a question I have for myself.
During the most active times in the 1960s and early 1970s, my passion for justice was very
high. I placed not only myself, but my daughters in harm’s way (something I am sorry to
have done). I was young and full of hope in creating radical change in our country that
would end the poverty and racism and all the other ills I associated with the capitalist
system. I have yet to allow myself to feel that same degree of passion for activism. I
found it to be blinding and, at times, hurtful to allies. I was caught up in the intolerance for
other points of view until the factionalism became so dysfunctional even I could see it and I
left organized activism. I do not know how to have moderation in passion. I do participate
in progressive causes, however I do it from an emotional distance. In this way, I may differ
from my interviewees.
Relationships have been important, but until this research, I have not thought as
clearly about the multiplicity of relationships. I do know the friendships formed during the
turbulence of the 1960s and 1970s have supported my activism and my life. I also know
that my family history had a large impact on my engagement. I see myself as third
generation activist on my mother’s side and second generation activist on my father’s side.
Continuing to actualize my parents dream was a big motivator.
My gender influences my activism as I continue to be outraged at how differently
men and women are perceived and treated in this society and around the world. My
mother’s feminism helped me grow up with egalitarian expectations. When I am
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confronted with other women and men who did not have an egalitarian orientation, I am
confused for I can see no reason why such differences exist. This confusion is much like
Aretha’s experience when she entered a virtually all-White college and her parents did not
speak of racism so she had no tools with which to address it. As a sophisticated activist, I
can give political and economic reasons for sexism’s existence, however at my core, it
remains beyond me to understand the continuing horrific treatment of women around the
world. It is a struggle to remain hopeful of sexism ever being abolished.
I found the White women’s contribution to the question of race interesting. I had
expected some comments about White liberal guilt as I felt that for years. It manifested by
my knowing that, because of my race, I could walk away from activism and turn a blind
eye to injustice any time I wanted to, whereas people of Color could not. That knowledge
compelled me not to walk away. Had I had more time to speak with the White women, I
could have raised this issue of guilt. It would have been interesting to see if it resonated
with them. I, too, as with the White women of this study, have an understanding of White
privilege for the ability to turn a blind eye is one of its manifestations. Interestingly, it is
the last factor, the personal spiritual belief that helped me abandon guilt and also helps me
to believe in the power of small steps.
My journey to a personal spiritual belief has been long. I detail it in an essay I
wrote for my doctoral study entitled “From Marx to Mother Meera” (McKevitt, 2005).
That journey actually had me complete a circle in my belief system. As a child, I was
raised to believe in the power and goodness of humanity. As a young and maturing adult, I
used that belief to excuse transgressions that I saw and experienced, believing if conditions
were changed, people would behave differently. Even when I became disillusioned with
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the progressive movement I knew there was goodness, even though the pain of
disappointment kept me from articulating it. Through the spiritual journey, I reconnected
with my core belief, expanding out of a political context to believing in the evolution of our
human condition from a more universal context.
It is a belief that each and every one of us, and everything, is connected to the
hologram of the universe. We are energetic fractals, and, as Wheately (1992) said,
contained within us are all the entirety, power, and possibilities of the universe. Within
that larger context, I see the value of small steps and I believe each step brings us as
individuals and community closer to our next phase. It is hard, sometimes, to hold to that
belief when one listens to the nightly news that seems fixated on reporting all the death,
hardships, and killing in which humans are engaged today. But, I look at my
grandchildren, I attend ceremony, and I see the possibilities. As long as there are
possibilities, there is hope. And, as long as there is hope, I’ll keep trying in whatever way
possible to add my energy to our inevitable movement toward a brighter future. That is
what sustains me.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

After expressing gratitude for their willingness to participate, I reiterate the purpose
of the research, the recording of the interview, member checking process and the
possibility of follow-up for clarification/edification.
My entry is through the survey answers.
1. Tell me about what you are currently engaged in.
2. I noticed on the survey that you marked [put in current activist data here]. Would
you elaborate for me on that point?
a. How did you come to this interest area(s)? [list those for each participant]
b. ask about being a woman and impact on participation and persistence
c. ask about race and its impact on participation and persistence.
3. Because the focus of this research is on factors that sustain women’s activism over
the long-term in peace and social justice work, can you tell me more about the three
areas you marked as having the most importance to you. [have each participants
critical and very important survey response in front of me as we talk]
a. What is/was it about each of those that enabled you to keep on being active?
b. [If survey indicated the factors changed over time ask when, what, how they
changed]
4. In the survey you marked off [issue of fear] can you share with me more about your
answer and how you overcame the fear?
5. In the survey, you marked off [issue of hardship]; can you share with me more
about your answer and how you overcame it.
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6. During the 1960s and 1970s so many of us had incredible urgency attached to our
activism. It lead us to do and behave in ways that were not always the most
beneficial to our beliefs. [cite examples of my experiences: dogmatic, intolerant,
non-collaborative] With your activism today, is your level of urgency different and
if so, how does it inform your activism?
7. What lessons have you learned from previous women activists?
8. Do you consider yourself a long-term or life-long activist?
9. How did it feel to recall your years of activism for this survey?
10. How does it feel to know you are adding to the scholarship on women’s long-term
activism?
11. What would you like to share with current and future activists?
12. Is there something you wish I had asked or you want to talk about relative to this
topic, if so, what is it?
Closing statements: transcript receipt/review; email or snail mail. If latter I need an
address. Turn around time.
Thank you!!
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Appendix B: Online Survey and Results
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Appendix C: Letter of Solicitation for Names
(Letter of Solicitation for names of women to participate in the study sent to 2,880 known
recipients and passed on further via snowballing.)
[Date]
Looking for a few good women!
Hi everyone, as many of you know I am enrolled in the PhD in Leadership & Change Program of Antioch
University. I am in my 4th year and am getting ready to embark on the research aspect of my dissertation
work and am looking for a few good women, 40 as a matter of fact. My working dissertation title is; What
Keeps Us Going: Factors That Sustain U.S. Women’s Long-term Peace and Social Justice Activism.
I plan to conduct an electronic survey over the next few months with 40 women who were active in the 1960s
and 1970s through the anti-war, women’s liberation, and/or civil rights movements and who continue their
peace/social justice activism today. That is, they have forty plus years of working for social change. Their
interests and focus may be different from the 1960s but their activism to create a more peaceful and just
society continues. After completion and analysis of the survey results, I will conduct in-dept telephone
interviews with a subset of this group.
I am looking for women of all backgrounds hoping to have a sample that represents the wonderful diversity
we have in this country. They can be famous or not, working nationally or locally; what is important is that
they have been steadfast (with logical ebbs and flows) with their activism in pursuit of peace/social justice
over the long-term.
I am contacting you because I know you personally or I was given your name by someone who knows you,
and I believe you might know of women who fit this long-term activist description. I’ll then contact these
individuals, indicating that you have given me their names, email/phone numbers, and ask them if they would
be willing to participate in my research. Of course, they will be able to say no, but I hope that through this
process, I will be able to find a great sampling of women willing to participate.
Please note, in addition to any names of friends and colleagues that you might suggest if you fit the criteria
and would like to volunteer yourself for the study that would be terrific! You may submit your and as many
other names as you like besides your own.
Thank you for any support you can offer me in finding these wonderful women. It would help me if you
could respond by August 30, 2008. If you have any questions, please contact me either by email
(smckevitt@phd.antioch.edu ) or by phone (603-938-2401 evenings).
Sincerely,
Sue
Susan McKevitt
PhD Candidate
Antioch University
PhD in Leadership and Change
603-938-2401 (h)
603-271-6613 (w)
smckevitt@phd.antioch.edu
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Appendix D: Letter of Introduction
(Letter of Introduction to referred participants indicating the purpose of the study, who
referred them and asking if they are willing to participate.)
[Date]
Dear [name of participant],
[Put in contact person’s name] suggested your name as someone who might be interested in
participating in this doctoral research project. Please know that all information is confidential and
participation in this research is voluntary.
As way of introduction, I am a woman in my 1960s enrolled in the Leadership and Change PhD
Program at Antioch University. The purpose of my research is to identify common themes of
sustainability/perseverance among women in the United States engaged in long-term peace and social justice
activism. I am focusing on women who participated in the women’s liberation, civil rights, and anti war
movements of the early 1960s and continue today to stand up and stand out for peace and social justice. The
forum and method of activism may be different from the 1960s but the context of peace and social justice is
similar.
I started my social justice activism in 1959 and continue into today. I have belonged to radical
organizations, women’s consciousness raising groups, participated in demonstrations, pickets, boycotts,
helped create battered women safe houses, and numerous other actions designed to challenge establishment
policies and practices of disenfranchisement, disrespect, and inequality. I came to my radicalism through my
familial upbringing. I am proud to continue my parents’ vision of working for the creation of a just and
peaceful world. My particular interest for this research is in learning from women activists. My search of the
scholarly literature revealed that no one has addressed issues of social justice activism for the length of time I
am using that is women focused.
The results of my research will fill a gap in the leadership and change scholarship relative to what
conditions/factors leaders and activists should attend to when engaged in social justice activism for the long
haul. It will also pass on the wisdom offered by seasoned activists to the next generation so they might well
care for themselves.
If you are interested and willing to participate in this research project, please email me at
smckevitt@phd.antioch.edu. At that time, I will send you a consent form for signature followed by the link
to the survey. The research schedule is time sensitive so a response would be appreciated no later than
[create a date].
Thank you in advance for all of your good work. I hope this research interests you and I look
forward to your reply.
Sincerely,
Susan McKevitt
PhD Candidate
Antioch University
PhD in Leadership and Change
603-938-2401 (h)
603-271-6613 (w)
smckevitt@phd.antioch.edu
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Appendix E: Letter Initiating Contact
(Letter initiating contact with self-volunteered and willing participants addressing the
consent requirements prior to receiving the link to the survey.)
Dear [participant name]
Back in August of 2008 I solicited names of women who might be interested in participate in my doctoral
research to identify common themes of sustainability/perseverance among women in the United States
engaged in long- term peace and social justice activism. I am at the stage of my research whereby contact
with the women has been approved by the Institutional Review Board. This is a necessary process when ever
human research is undertaken.
When contacted, you volunteered yourself as a participant. I hope that remains the case. If so I need you to
read and agree to the attached consent form. Please type in your name, date it, and send it back to me via
email with a short message indicating you have read the form and agree to participate. Please respond by
[put in a date]. Once I receive the consent form, I will send you the link to the survey created in Survey
Monkey.
The conceptual parameters or operating definitions I am working with for this research are:
I define sustainability/perseverance as the ability to continue engaging in peace and social justice
activism for the long-term.
I define long-term as social engagement at one level or another for the past 30-40 years, beginning in
the 1960s or 1970s and continuing to the present.
I define peace to include working towards the elimination of violence (negative peace) and working
towards the establishment of justice (positive peace).
I define social justice as addressing disparities in the human condition that create disproportional
acquisition of economic, social or political power, the effect of which leaves people exploited,
marginalized, denied dignity and respect by the dominant culture.
I define activism as any action that challenges the status quo when the status quo limits, excludes, or
denies respect and dignity to people. This includes individual or collective actions within
establishment structures (i.e., unionizing workers in a bureaucracy, creating progressive legislation),
and/or outside of establishment structures (i.e., starting an NGO, working as a community organizer,
advocating for the disenfranchised, etc.).
If at any time you have a question about the survey or my research, you may reach me at
smckevitt@antioch.edu or by telephone at 603-938-2401 (evenings, EST).
Thank you very much for your time and effort. I very much look forward to your responses, thoughts and
comments.
In peace,
Sue
Susan McKevitt
PhD Candidate
Antioch University
PhD in Leadership and Change
603-938-2401 (h) 603-271-6613 (w)
smckevitt@antioch.edu
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Appendix F: Follow-Up Email for Interviews
(Follow-up email letter to the selected participants for the semi-structured interviews,
addressing the mechanics of time/date for the interviews.)
Dear [participant name],
Thank you for participating in the collection of data via the survey sent to you
previously. The second phases of my research involves interviewing between 10-12
women so I may better understand some of the responses and to solicit further information
that can help me identify themes of factors that sustain women peace and social justice
activists over the long-term. I have selected you as one of the women I would like to
interview.
I hope you are willing to stay with me for this second phase of my research. To
help you decide here are some guiding parameters for you to consider:
The interviews will be conducted by telephone, -I initiate and pay for the call - at a
mutually agreed upon day and time
The interview should last about 1 to 11/2 hours
The interview will be tape-recorded and transcribed
You will receive the transcript to review, edit, and add to as is appropriate.
Your availability for a possible follow up interview to clarify or discuss any
edits/additions you have offered.
I plan to conduct the interviews between [name the months].
I would appreciate your letting me know by replying to this email if you agree to be
interviewed and your availability during the projected interview timeframe.
Thank you in advance for considering this invitation to explore further the issues of
peace and social justice activism. I look forward to your reply. Please let me know by
[date]. As this is a time sensitive study, if I do not hear from you by [date], I will take that
to mean you would rather not be interviewed. If that is the case, I fully understand and send
you my great appreciation for you participation in the survey and for your continuing peace
and social justice work.
In peace,
Sue
Susan McKevitt
PhD Candidate
Antioch University
PhD in Leadership and Change
603-938-2401 (h)
603-271-6613 (w)

smckevitt@phd.antioch.edu
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Appendix G: Words and Phrases from Responses
Response to Question #17
"Jeanie"
personal spiritual belief

"Jade"
Building community to heal
and then to act

"Anna"
Her Heritage gave her an
understanding of oppression
once she learned of it at 19 in
the US (p.3)

"Aretha"
Black woman role, holds
her everywhere through it
she learned what her assets
were (p.4) Role of her
mother - her aunt. Hard to
separate out women and
race(p5)

"Tsivia"
"People of color…they help
me sustain by teaching me
constantly (p5)

"It just seems like I was
born with my faith"

personal, moral, ethical
thing to do (p3)

Has the means, ability, anger,
energy (p.3)

1/2 justice, change,
victimization 1/2 joypleasure

"I hook up with other
people who have the
same kind of
theology"(p4)

connection between
personal beliefs and feelings
and resistance (p3)

anger as a motivator (p3)

"I wouldn't be other than
African-American for
anything." (p4)

women's role is to sustain
life: from a feminist pt of
view sounds like
essentialism but I truly
believe that by socialization
or by nature or both we
sustain life…" (p4)
"being open and befriending
people of color help sustain
me-by opening my eyes to
things I would never see.
(p5)

That is the essence of my
faith and what keeps me
going." (p4)

seek out people who are of
like minds and hearts (p3)
"worked with men and
women who believed as I
did about supporting
disenfranchised people."
[community]

long view of history; found her
heritage; saw the contributions
and injustice "this is not right";
anger/fighting spirit (p6)

"It has taken me a lifetime
to know when to hold it,
when to fold it, when to
walk away, and when to
run." [strategies that keeps
her keep on] (P6)

strategies to keep going:
avoid burn out, learn to
delegate, learned that for the
long-haul I need my heath
and in I need to rest. (p5)
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"Jeanie" (continued)
"when human beings fail
me, there always there is
-God is always with me"

"Jade" (continued)
a spiritual community
sustains her (p )

"Anna" (continued)
2nd husband Jewish, learned of
the Holocaust (p7)

placing self in
relationship to others
(p4)

mentors and guides offered
concrete support, vision and
a path; offered
understanding and support
when I became disillusioned
or confused (p4)
influence of mother and
grandmother to be
independent and spiritual
community

Af/Am husband; learned of
segregation (p7)

"my activism is living" (p8)

long view of history
"always been fascinated
with …history (p4)

"Aretha" (continued)
Family history - stories
about segregation - father
stubborn, angry young black
man; mother humiliation as
a woman, needed father to
sign to buy a couch - role
model of what a working
person is about
children -success-personal
ID long view of history

"Tsivia" (continued)
sustain: balance in life; have
fun; you become intolerant
of people who aren't
workaholics (p5)

"No longer have to satisfy
anyone else other than myself"
(p8)

everything is connected to
everything - quantitative
change means qualitative
change (p7)

experiencing success;
deeply held progressive
beliefs; truly enjoy political
action (p6) [and from
survey]

Church sustains her spirituality,
connected her to her Indian
culture; everything is alive,
God is everywhere (p5)

It’s a step by step by step
with lots of different steps,
and lots of different places
to move things(p7)

experiencing success-media
coverage (p6)

Unitarian principal, the worth
of every person; proactive and
progressive (p4)

John Dewey - human beings
create form in an effort to
make sense of chaos. How
she understands history- this
is our era- no blame, no
guilt, but what do we do
(p8)

spiritual belief "Pagan
universalism"; life is good
and needs to be sustained
and preserved (p7)

"I take breaks. I take
sabbaticals even like a year
off" (p6)
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"Jeanie" (continued)

"Jade" (continued)

"Anna" (continued)
placement as a child; #7 of 12;
had to fight for survival,
always a rebel (p4)

"Aretha" (continued)
long view sustains her - "I
don't have to be all things to
all people." "Understand
how you contribute and
what roles you can play, and
how you can connect at this
particular point in history to
the past as well as the
future."(p8)

"Tsivia" (continued)
social consciousness; I got
from that [liberal wing of
the Methodist Church]
and…my parents were very
much included…throughout
their life." (p7)

Factors changed: yes; more
calm, more measured in her
speaking, learned to get point
across in way other than
screaming or fighting (p1)

community (p7)

has more confidence; more
self-assured; can walk with a
higher head; caused by
growing up and children are
doing well (p11)

support - her partner is an
activist; definitely being
able to talk, friends
incredibly important (p8)
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Response to Question #17 (continued)
"Carolyn"
strategies to avoid
burnout: good friends;
inspired by those who
have done more;
bimonthly Buddhist
mediation; love and care
of affinity group; support
of husband (p7)

"Eleanor"
Women Donors Network- a
support group for women of
wealth who are trying to
make a difference (p5) "If
you give together, you can
give more."

"Heather"
women's involvement; the
movement moved the doubts
from being personal to social if a social problem then there
were social solutions (p3)

"Fanny Lou"
family history- morticians gain eco freedom and have
influence and standing in
the community - 4
generations -great
grandfather was threatened,
learned courage, a legacy of
family (p5)

"Jan"
avoid burnout - melatonin to
sleep; yoga to burn energy
and strength; family; time at
the ocean

long view (critical)
Husband (very
important) Long view:
second generation
activist; third generation
grandfather was a shop
steward (p9)

her awareness of racism
informs virtually everything
she has done (p7)

the particular way that women
are in the world - raised to seek
out a nurturing caring
relationship and feeling that
they have responsibility for
insuring that people are treated
decently p3/4)

During the 60's and 70's if
you were raised in a Black
church you were involved.
You didn't just go to church,
but you also fought for
rights in the name of justice
and freedom." (p6)

personal spiritual

long view: student of
history; studied
Marxism-and preMarxism; people have
been doing this struggle
for a long long time and
they’re going to keep on
doing this struggle (p10)

"I have to be an activist
because I'm a feminist and
I'm a feminist because I'm
discriminated against as a
woman" (p9)

being a woman help
sustaining: +/-: sought out
friends need to find ways to
support ourselves and support
each other in the long run - put
a lot of effort into our marriage
and our kids and those
relationships so I could find
ways to be sustained (p4)

avoid burnout - decided to
purge any civic volunteer
involvement that did not
bring me joy. That did not
feed passions; decline
leadership positions so I
could focus on school (p5)

long view of history
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"Carolyn" (continued)
family history; personal
spirituality; supportive
partner/spouse; peer
network; her affinity
group (Ecumenical Peace
Board), they have fun
together (p10)

"Eleanor" (continued)
avoid burnout: through
parenting and therapy - I say
NO - structure in blocks of
time that are open so if she
wants to say yes she can
(p10)

"Heather" (continued)
long view: from her folksJewish tradition. Those in the
desert actually didn't make it to
the Promised Land only the
next generation did; learning
about previous struggles

"Fanny Lou" (continued)
avoid burnout: pace self,
protect your time; pursue
balanced engagement;
"That's a combination of
intellectual, physical,
spiritual." (p5)

"Jan" (continued)
a future for your children

what changed: her
churches’ focus on peace
and social justice, they
eliminated it. (p11)

burnout: don’t judge
yourself [by other's
behaviors] just notice it. "I
need more down time than
others." (p11)

avoid burnout- care of self,
clarity about the work, seeing
progress (p5)

family history - personal IDspiritual belief- religious
upbringing- having a long
view

commit to an org (not an org
per se but to improving the
organizational structure of
society (p8)

supportive husband; he
makes the money; she
stopped working after
adopted daughter with
disability; still is not
working so has the time
to "do this sort of stuff."
(p 12/13)

has a long view of history doesn’t know when she
acquired it (p12)

need friends - take time be
gentle, take vacations (personal
side) people burn out when
they think that the effort is not
worth the result they're getting;
people are not strategic (p 6)

fathers family - physiciansmarginalized in the medical
world; "you don't just go
through life taking; you go
through life giving" (p 5/6)

long view; take a systems
perspective to get a God's
eye view(P9)
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"Carolyn" (continued)
what else? Love; love is
what keeps us together;
love is a relationship that
ties us together ;
relationship is
everything, and love is
the basic relationship and
justice is the social name
of love. (p18)

"Eleanor" (continued)
"I want to make sure that
when I'm gone there's going
to be plenty of people
around making trouble." (p
13)

"Heather" (continued)
sustain: family history- support
of friends-personal identitycommit. To an org plus
showing love, and caring, and
support, and affection. It's more
of a women's' approach than a
men's approach. (p7)

"Fanny Lou" (continued)
long view of history- two
points to history family
history and lore becomes
part of your identity, of my
identity; history of this
country (p6)

"Jan" (continued)
pull out of the myopic to
look at the overall direction
and then coming back into it
and looking at the part that
we play (p10)

belief - we do these things
for personal reasons if some
people say that they do this
for others that’s also an
unconscious person." (p16)

carrying on the very values that
they lived (parents) values;
Golden Rule; family-very
important, cultivating the next
generation (p8)

family expectations; mother
volunteers and making a
commitment to a cause;
father-value of education as
a way out- and by doing
what you can to help others
up (p7)

long view- important to
know where we have been,
where we are now and
where we hope to be;
without this we loose a
connection to place (p10)

what else: her "connection
to the world [gives her] an
acute awareness of the
suffering in the world,
combined with my analysis
[which] has helped me to
stay on this edgy path that
I'm on." (p21)

commit to an org: she see "the
power and dynamism of
movement but you can't just
determine we'll have a
movement. Movements arise
for changes of circumstances;
create organizations that can
help people come together (p8)

commitment to an org: it
provides an anchor for the
work, and some direction as
an outlet (p7)

service to humanity without conditions (p11)
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"Carolyn" (continued)

"Eleanor" (continued)
empowering women we will
move toward ending world
hunger; talking about
nonviolence, we move
towards ending world
hunger (p 21)

"Heather" (continued)
organizations help provide a
voice, build leadership, be
stronger than we are on our
won; build coalitions (p9)

"Fanny Lou" (continued)
keeping a long view instills
some patience in me- how
far we have come, how
much further we have to go.
I can be patient in knowing
that change does come
eventually (p7)

what I do is frequently
uncomfortable for me (p21)

did the factors change? Yes:
because of kids and grandkids;
have a personal and direct
sense of this really is about a
future…" "We have another
opening now [because of
Obama's election]" (p10)

anything else? Importance
of life partners; supporting
depending being involved
with them; my husband
never go in my way (p10)

my awareness and my
internationalism that helps
me…(p22)

"Jan" (continued)
the next stage of growth for
human kind is our
spirituality (p12)
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Overcoming Fear
Jeanie

Jade
Anna

Aretha

Tsivia

Carolyn
Eleanor

Heather

Fannie Lou
Jan

she and husband arrested; can’t say I felt fear
was in Iraq in 2004; didn't feel fear there (p7)
Prison work; always checked that what she was doing was legal; "I had a right to do that…"
Korea; worst thing they could do is deport them, so didn't really feel fear [American white privilege?]
"protesting can cost me a future."; the larger spiritual community [allows for] anonymity…to protest." (p6)
Over come it: yoga; "need to engage in this type of restorative healing work, otherwise I would not be able to continue." (p6)
received hate mail; really afraid; there was no way to stop. You just couldn't say "I'm not going to do it anymore." (p9)
phone in husbands name; take different routs to come home; kids have different name then hers. [Strategies to keep going] (p9)
asked if she got killed would it be worth it Absolutely!; its part of the territory; its just not part of my thinking [to stop]; to me there's not
another option." (9)
what sustained her through her fear? 1) knowing it was right, 2) having the American belief that you have a right to protest, 3) people
had my back, 4)it was a community, people working together for a common cause, 5) indignation "How dare you?" (p9)
injustice and indignation have always driven and sustained her (p9)
daredevil, a risk taker (p9)
not afraid-no physical fear; social fear, raised middle class, she's 6'tall (p8/9)
how moved past the social fear "it had to be done", there was simply no question." (p9)
overcame [fear] by experience (p9)
just from doing it so much partly that you become desensitized (p10)
I tend to stay away from where the clubs are really flying, usually.; since there were a lot of us all together, it was ok (p13)
I have not been arrested at the School of the Americas, because long-term prison sentences are very bad for your heath.
When you nave an analysis lots of things make sense; not afraid in Gaza, Hamas looked out for them, Israelis knew they were there
(p14)
you go because you have to; I don't have a choice; how do we live with ourselves if we don't do this. (p13)
fear for life but what is more difficult is "the fear you won't be good enough"; that you won't make a difference; what gets her through?
A belief in the vision and values of what we are trying to achieve. (p10/11)
belief we have a chance of achieving it [what gets her through the fear]; knowing up close the people that it will impact relationships]
(p11)
its almost in spite of it [fear] to keep going on if the cause is important enough (p11)
of police at protests; folly of youth got her through; every body else was doing it [numbers are important] (p7.8)
her faith; prayer; pulling out of looking at the symptoms; trying to look at the whole picture ((p12)
yoga; friend; holding out a vision; breathing (p13)
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Overcoming Hardship
Jeanie
Jade
Anna
Aretha
Tsivia

Carolyn
Eleanor
Heather
Fannie Lou
Jan

n/a
n/a
attacked by black community; others came out in support of her "came to my rescue" (p10)
understanding that she was part of something worldwide; it was something much larger than me; "I'm a small piece in the flood…" (p10)
[threat of loss of job] being white and middle class…just a confidence and an optimism (p10)
they thought I was much more powerful than I really was (p10)
be public…the more public you are…the more protected you are (p10)
n/a
class due to wealth being a woman is here I experienced the most hardship; a woman who says she didn't experience hardship is an
unconscious woman" (p15)
house burned down; low income; friends got her/them through; levels of personal support; a partner (her husband); people turning on
people made her an anti-factional person (p?)
unknown comment: no hardship; maybe my work wasn't sacrificial enough; I think everything has always been done in a fairly protected
way; mother never put us in harms way when we would picketing and protesting (p8)
recognize the signs of danger earlier so one can avoid the situations - [her greatest hardship is overcoming the internalizing of exclusion
and oppression] (P12)
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Lessons Learned
Jeanie

Jade

Anna

"can't expect that we are going to personally see great changes take place because of what we do." (p7)
met strong women, had strong friendships, "I hope I can hang on and feet in their footsteps and not give up on the struggle (p3) [said
when she was 70]
Monday night Group in Korea "affirming for us to get together and talk about our own issues" (p2)
have to take risks for progress (p?)
quiet resistance; every small act is very very important; take care of yourself spiritually, physically, emotionally; preserving myself for
the long fight (p7)
grandmothers act of resistance- she left her village so her feet would not be bound (p?)
pass on a social spirit to her children (p12)

Aretha

tenacity; courage (Harriet Tubman and her grandmother with 17 children); a vision; confront injustice; contribute to but do not believe
you can determine the future
"to have a vision of inclusion, justice, democracy and people of the future will determine whatever that is, based on what they
need,"(p12)

Tsivia

perseverance; to have a long view; get message into the media; you're an educator, a consciousness raiser; organizational maintenance
and group maintenance (p 11)
make use of holidays! (p11)

Carolyn

be really really determined and focused and that nonviolence is stronger than we can imagine (p15)
problems do not get solved in face- offs (p15)
problems don’t get solved and stay solved; realize you are in for the long haul (p15)

Eleanor

the more mental health-the more physical health (p19)
women's wisdom - got a lot from her mother (p19)

Heather

live a life of decency, honesty and a sense of moral center; what is the right thing to do?
Susan B and Elizabeth C-Stanton- created a partnership (p14)

Fannie Lou

mother was pretty fearless and persistent(p9)
its always about something bigger than yourself (p9)

Jan

influenced by women's lives she has studied [2 Quaker women] acquired a compassionate heart from her mother and how not to be
passive about life ((p?)
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Advice for Activists
Jeanie

Jade
Anna

Aretha

Tsivia
Carolyn

Eleanor
Heather

Fannie Lou

Jan

Have to have a lot of patience; keep struggling; do what is presented to us; go forward with courage; reach out to one another; praise
them, give them a hug; urge them on; we each have our own gifts; wonderful to share; wonderful to think there might have been
something in your life that has meaning and will be recorded, hopeful (p8)
take care of yourself; if you are not healed…soothed…loved…taken care of. If you are not whole you're no good to any movement." do
not hurt yourself while being of service. (p9)
it may seem small but its really great; the ripple affect touches many people and generations; you have to tell stories otherwise people
will forget; history connects her and enables her to teach her children; obtain a sense of history and that what they are doing is something
that eventually will end up in some museum or somebody's book (p7)
be cautious with slogans; they have a place but peace/social justice work is much more complex than the slogans
have courage, tenacity, humility; be able to look at yourself; be the change you wish to see
change is the constant. I am dancing with change and dancing has a lot of improvisation to it [flexibility, non-dogmatic] and make it up
as ;;you go along [creative] and in that kind of work you have to be a little more patient with it
control isn't the goal anymore [change in urgency] what you can do is set things in motion (p11) can't always tell where its going to go,
you can't control things
share with others (p15)
share with…; know history; take breaks; get therapy; not be addicted [to] any substance; shop around for the right group; be open to
other peoples ideas; work with diverse people and with diverse styles and opinions (p13)
there is no perfect system; we don't have all the answers; what we do have is we have some of the questions; we have to keep on looking
forward-keep on questioning (p17)
learn from people as diverse as possible; this whole thing is international in scope; there is no people….no country…no economic
system that is not capable of doing wrong, and being selfish and being self interested. (p17)
work on not taking it personally, whatever it is (p5)
it’s a responsibility; everything we do with principle and clarity is ultimately additive. Even if we can't see it at the moment (p21)
take a stand; support people who are trying to make a difference;(p14)
organize; only if you organize can you really change the world; believe in the power of people to come together; be clear about what you
care about; do this kind of work for their life (p14)
choose the vehicle through which you advocate for your cause carefully; affiliate with credible activists - that are very strategic in what
they do and how they do it; [how to discern credibility?] - listen, read, ask questions.
"a modest voice isn't necessarily going to bring about change" (p10)
it all matters; women can do it all; be as present as you can; be present and grateful for what comes at us at the moment
It all doesn't have to happen now, in this moment, but will happen over time; see how they are all part of a greater whole (p18)
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Appendix H: Interviewees’ Responses to Five Themes
"Jeanie"
Q.17
I have a strong spiritual
belief; "It just seems like I
was born with my faith"

Overcome Fear
she and husband arrested;
cant say I felt fear

Overcome hardship
N/A in interview: from survey
however she said: considered a
trouble maker, hard for her
family when people in the
community…; people gave
credit to men but not to her.

Lessons Learned
"can't expect that we are
going to personally see
great changes take place
because of what we do."
(p7)

"I hook up with other people
who have the same kind of
theology"(p4)

was in Iraq in 2004; didn't
feel fear there (p7)

met strong women, had
strong friendships, "I hope I
can hang on and feet in their
footsteps and not give up on
the struggle (p3) [said when
she was 70]

That is the essence of my
faith and what keeps me
going." (p4)

Prison work; always
checked that what she was
doing was legal; "I had a
right to do that…"

Monday night Group in
Korea "affirming for us to
get together and talk about
our own issues" (p2)

"when human beings fail me,
there always there is -God is
always with me"

Korea; worst thing they
could do is deport them, so
didn't really feel fear
[American white privilege?]

have to take risks for
progress (p?)

Share with
current/future activists
Have to have a lot of
patience; keep struggling;
do what is presented to
us; go forward with
courage; reach out to one
another; praise them, give
them a hug; urge them
on; we each have our
own gifts; wonderful to
share; wonderful to think
there might have been
something in your life
that has meaning and will
be recorded, hopeful (p8)

Survey Answers:
Critical: personal
spiritual belief Very
important: support
from friends, long
view of history,
personal identity,
commitment to an
organization
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“Jade”
Q.17

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Share with current/future activists

Building community to heal
and then to act

"protesting can cost me a
future."; the larger
spiritual community
[allows for]
anonymity…to protest."
(p6)

N/A in interview however
on survey she said yes:
employers looked the
other way and didn't
acknowledge racism and
violence in public housing
- did not allocate new
resources to help in public
housing.

quiet resistance; every
small act is very very
important; take care of
yourself spiritually,
physically, emotionally;
preserving myself for the
long fight (p7)

take care of yourself; if you are not
healed…soothed…loved…taken care
of. If you are not whole you're no
good to any movement." do not hurt
yourself while being of service. (p9)

personal, moral, ethical
thing to do (p3)

Over come it: yoga; "need
to engage in this type of
restorative healing work,
otherwise I would not be
able to continue." (p6)

connection between
personal beliefs and
feelings and resistance (p3)
seek out people who are of
like minds and hearts (p3)
"worked with men and
women who believed as I
did about supporting
disenfranchised people."
[community]
a spiritual community
sustains her (p )
mentors and guides offered concrete support, vision and
a path; offered understanding and support when I became
disillusioned or confused (p4)
influence of mother and grandmother to be independent
and spiritual community
"my activism is living" (p8)

grandmothers act of
resistance- she left her
village so her feet would
not be bound (p?)

Survey Response: Critical: personal spiritual belief, personal need for
meaning in life Very Important: family history, support from friends, long
view of history, personal identity, creating a just future, e experiencing success,
support form a peer network, other: example of mother
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"Anna"
Q.17

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Her Heritage gave her an
understanding of oppression
once she learned of it at 19
in the US (p.3)

received hate mail; really
afraid; there was no way to
stop. You just couldn't say
"I'm not going to do it
anymore." (p9)

attacked by black
community; others came out
in support of her "came to
my rescue" (p10)

pass on a social spirit to her
children (p12)

Has the means, ability,
anger, energy (p.3)

phone in husbands name;
take different routs to come
home; kids have different
name then hers. [Strategies
to keep going] (p9)

anger as a motivator (p3)
long view of history; found
her heritage; saw the
contributions and injustice
"this is not right";
anger/fighting spirit (p6)
2nd husband Jewish, learned
of the Holocaust (p7)
Af/Am husband; learned of
segregation (p7)

asked if she got killed would
it be worth it Absolutely!; its
part of the territory; its just
not part of my thinking [to
stop]; to me there's not
another option." (9)

Survey Answers: Critical: personal spiritual
belief, long view of history, personal identity,
create a future for children, personal need for
meaning in life; very important: supportive
partner/spouse

Share with
current/future activists
it may seem small but its
really great; the ripple
affect touches many
people and generations;
you have to tell stories
otherwise people will
forget; history connects
her and enables her to
teach her children; obtain
a sense of history and that
what they are doing is
something that eventually
will end up in some
museum or somebody's
book (p7)
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"Anna" (continued)
Q.17
"No longer have to satisfy
anyone else other than
myself" (p8)
Church sustains her
spirituality, connected her to
her Indian culture;
everything is alive, God is
everywhere (p5)
Unitarian principal, the
worth of every person;
proactive and progressive
(p4)
placement as a child; #7 of
12; had to fight for survival,
always a rebel (p4)
Factors changed: yes; more
calm, more measured in her
speaking, learned to get
point across in way other
than screaming or fighting
(p1)
has more confidence; more
self-assured; can walk with
a higher head; caused by
growing up and children are
doing well (p11)

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future activists
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"Aretha"
Q.17

Overcome Fear

Overcome hardship

Lessons Learned

Black woman role, holds her
everywhere through it she
learned what her assets were
(p.4) Role of her mother her aunt. Hard to separate
out women and race(p5)

what sustained her through
her fear? 1) knowing it was
right, 2) having the
American belief that you
have a right to protest, 3)
people had my back, 4)it
was a community, people
working together for a
common cause, 5)
indignation "How dare
you?" (p9)

Her hardships were loss
income; no career; police
surveillance; working
institutions and communities
that were racist and sexist
and other oppressions;
assaults on her and her
children and community's
humanity; what got her
through: understanding that
she was part of something
worldwide; it was something
much larger than me; "I'm a
small piece in the flood…"
(p10) joy in social justice
work.

tenacity; courage (Harriet
Tubman and her
grandmother with 17
children); a vision; confront
injustice; contribute to but
do not believe you can
determine the future

1/2 justice, change,
victimization 1/2 joypleasure

injustice and indignation
have always driven and
sustained her (p9)

"I wouldn't be other than
African-American for
anything." (p4)

daredevil, a risk taker (p9)

"to have a vision of
inclusion, justice, democracy
and people of the future will
determine whatever that is,
based on what they
need,"(p12)

Share with
current/future activists
be cautious with slogans;
they have a place but
peace/social justice work
is much more complex
than the slogans

have courage, tenacity,
humility; be able to look
at yourself; be the change
you wish to see

change is the constant. I
am dancing with change
and dancing has a lot of
improvisation to it
[flexibility, nondogmatic] and make it up
as ;;you go along
[creative] and in that kind
of work you have to be a
little more patient with it
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"Aretha" (continued)
Q.17

Overcome Fear

"It has taken me a lifetime to
know when to hold it, when
to fold it, when to walk
away, and when to run."
[strategies that keeps her
keep on] (P6)
Family history - stories
about segregation - father
stubborn, angry young black
man; mother humiliation as a
woman, needed father to
sign to buy a couch - role
model of what a working
person is about
children -success-personal
ID long view of history

everything is connected to
everything - quantitative
change means qualitative
change (p7)
It’s a step by step by step
with lots of different steps,
and lots of different places to
move things(p7)
John Dewey - human beings create form in an effort to make
sense of chaos. How she understands history- this is our erano blame, no guilt, but what do we do (p8)

Overcome hardship

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future activists
control isn't the goal
anymore [change in
urgency] what you can do
is set things in motion
(p11) can't always tell
where its going to go, you
can't control things
share with others (p15)

Survey answers: Critical: long view, personal identity, creating a just
future, experiencing success, support from a peer network, personal
meaning in life; other: creativity and expression through the arts, care for
the planet Very Important: family history, support from friends,
personal spiritual belief
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"Tsivia"
Overcome Fear

Overcome hardship

Lessons Learned

not afraid-no physical fear;
social fear, raised middle
class, she's 6'tall (p8/9)

[threat of loss of job] being
white and middle
class…just a confidence
and an optimism (p10)

perseverance; to have a
long view; get message into
the media; you're an
educator, a consciousness
raiser; organizational
maintenance and group
maintenance (p 11)

women's role is to sustain life:
from a feminist pt of view
sounds like essentialism but I
truly believe that by
socialization or by nature or
both we sustain life…" (p4)

how moved past the social
fear "it had to be done",
there was simply no
question." (p9)

they thought I was much
more powerful than I really
was (p10)

make use of holidays! (p11)

"being open and befriending
people of color help sustain
me-by opening my eyes to
things I would never see. (p5)

overcame [fear] by
experience (p9)

be public…the more public
you are…the more
protected you are (p10)

strategies to keep going: avoid
burn out, learn to delegate,
learned that for the long-haul I
need my heath and in I need to
rest. (p5)

just from doing it so much
partly that you become
desensitized (p10)

Q.17
"People of color…they help
me sustain by teaching me
constantly (p5)

sustain: balance in life; have
fun; you become intolerant of
people who aren't workaholics
(p5)

Share with
current/future activists
share with…; know
history; take breaks; get
therapy; not be addicted
[to] any substance; shop
around for the right group;
be open to other peoples
ideas; work with diverse
people and with diverse
styles and opinions (p13)
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"Tsivia" (continued)
Overcome Fear
Q.17
"I take breaks. I take
sabbaticals even like a year
off" (p6)
experiencing success; deeply
held progressive beliefs; truly
enjoy political action (p6)
[and from survey]
experiencing success-media
coverage (p6)
spiritual belief "Pagan
universalism"; life is good and
needs to be sustained and
preserved (p7)
social consciousness; I got
from that [liberal wing of the
Methodist Church] and…my
parents were very much
included…throughout their
life." (p7)
community (p7)
support - her partner is an
activist; definitely being able
to talk, friends incredibly
important (p8)
long view of history- helped
her to know history and that a
small group of people are
keeping these movements
going; she does not get
discouraged; she is inspired by
past activists (p7)

Overcome hardship

Lessons Learned

Survey Answers: Critical: experience success
Very Important: family history of social
engagement, support from friends, personal
spiritual belief, long view of history, supportive
partner/spouse, personal identity, support from a
peer network

Share with
current/future activists
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"Carolyn"
Q.17

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

strategies to avoid burnout: good
friends; inspired by those who
have done more; bimonthly
Buddhist mediation; love and care
of affinity group; support of
husband (p7)

I tend to stay away from
where the clubs are
really flying, usually.;
since there were a lot of
us all together, it was ok
(p13)

N/A

be really really determined
and focused and that
nonviolence is stronger than
we can imagine (p15)

long view (critical) Husband (very
important) Long view: second
generation activist; third
generation grandfather was a shop
steward (p9)

I have not been arrested
at the School of the
Americas, because longterm prison sentences
are very bad for your
heath.

long view: student of history;
studied Marxism-and preMarxism; people have been doing
this struggle for a long long time
and they're going to keep on doing
this struggle (p10)
family history; personal
spirituality; supportive
partner/spouse; peer network; her
affinity group (Ecumenical Peace
Board), they have fun together
(p10)

problems do not get solved in
face- offs (p15)

problems don’t get solved
and stay solved; realize you
are in for the long haul (p15)

Share with
current/future
activists
there is no perfect
system; we don't have
all the answers; what
we do have is we have
some of the questions;
we have to keep on
looking forward-keep
on questioning (p17)
learn from people as
diverse as possible; this
whole thing is
international in scope;
there is no people….no
country…no economic
system that is not
capable of doing
wrong, and being
selfish and being self
interested. (p17)
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"Carolyn" (continued)
Q.17

what changed: her church's focus
on peace and social justice, they
eliminated it. (p11)
supportive husband; he makes the
money; she stopped working after
adopted daughter with disability;
still is not working so has the time
to "do this sort of stuff." (p 12/13)
what else? Love; love is what
keeps us together; love is a
relationship that ties us together ;
relationship is everything, and
love is the basic relationship and
justice is the social name of love.
(p18)

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Survey Answers: Critical: long view of history
Very Important: family history, personal
spiritual belief, supportive partner/spouse, support
from peer network, commitment to an organization

Share with
current/future
activists
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"Eleanor"
Q.17

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Women Donors Network- a
support group for women of
wealth who are trying to make
a difference (p5) "If you give
together, you can give more."

When you nave an analysis
lots of things make sense;
not afraid in Gaza, Hamas
looked out for them, Israelis
knew they were there (p14)

class due to wealth being a
woman is here I experienced
the most hardship; a woman
who says she didn't
experience hardship is an
unconscious woman" (p15)

her awareness of racism
informs virtually everything
she has done (p7)

you go because you have to;
I don't have a choice; how
do we live with ourselves if
we don't do this. (p13)

"I have to be an activist
because I'm a feminist and I'm
a feminist because I'm
discriminated against as a
woman" (p9)
avoid burnout: through
parenting and therapy - I say
NO - structure in blocks of
time that are open so if she
wants to say yes she can (p10)
burnout: don’t judge yourself
[by other's behaviors] just
notice it. "I need more down
time than others." (p11)
has a long view of history doesn’t know when she
acquired it (p12)
"I want to make sure that when
I'm gone there's going to be
plenty of people around
making trouble." (p 13)

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future activists
the more mental health-the
work on not taking it
more physical health (p19)
personally, whatever it
is (p5)

women's wisdom - got a lot
from her mother (p19)

Survey Answers: Critical: support from friends,
long view of history, supportive partner/spouse,
creating a just future, support from peer network,
"it makes me happy" Very important: family
history

it’s a responsibility;
everything we do with
principle and clarity is
ultimately additive.
Even if we can't see it
at the moment (p21)
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"Eleanor" (continued)
Q.17

belief - we do these things for
personal reasons if some
people say that they do this for
others that’s also an
unconscious person." (p16)
what else: her "connection to
the world [gives her] an acute
awareness of the suffering in
the world, combined with my
analysis [which] has helped me
to stay on this edgy path that
I'm on." (p21)
empowering women we will
move toward ending world
hunger; talking about
nonviolence, we move towards
ending world hunger (p 21)
what I do is frequently
uncomfortable for me (p21)
my awareness and my
internationalism that helps
me…(p22)

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future
activists
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"Heather"
Q.17
women's involvement; the
movement moved the doubts
from being personal to social if a social problem then there
were social solutions (p3)

the particular way that women
are in the world - raised to seek
out a nurturing caring
relationship and feeling that
they have responsibility for
insuring that people are treated
decently p3/4)

being a woman help sustaining:
+/-: sought out friends need to
find ways to support ourselves
and support each other in the
long run - put a lot of effort into
our marriage and our kids and
those relationships so I could
find ways to be sustained (p4)

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

fear for life but what is
more difficult is "the fear
you won't be good
enough"; that you won't
make a difference; what
gets her through? A belief
in the vision and values of
what we are trying to
achieve. (p10/11)
belief we have a chance of
achieving it [what gets her
through the fear]; knowing
up close the people that it
will impact relationships]
(p11)

house burned down; low
income; friends got
her/them through; levels of
personal support; a partner
(her husband); people
turning on people made her
an anti-factional person
(p?)

its almost in spite of it
[fear] to keep going on if
the cause is important
enough (p11)

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future activists
live a life of decency,
take a stand; support
honesty and a sense of
people who are
moral center; what is the
trying to make a
right thing to do?
difference;(p14)

Susan B and Elizabeth CStanton- created a
partnership (p14)

organize; only if you
organize can you
really change the
world; believe in the
power of people to
come together; be
clear about what you
care about; do this
kind of work for their
life (p14)
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"Heather" (continued)
Q.17

Overcome Fear

long view: from her folksJewish tradition. Those in the
desert actually didn't make it to
the Promised Land only the next
generation did; learning about
previous struggles
avoid burnout- care of self,
clarity about the work, seeing
progress (p5)
need friends - take time be gentle, take vacations (personal
side) people burn out when they think that the effort is not
worth the result they're getting; people are not strategic (p 6)
sustain: family history- support of friends-personal identitycommit. To an org plus showing love, and caring, and support,
and affection. It's more of a women's' approach than a men's
approach. (p7)
carrying on the very values that they lived (parents) values;
Golden Rule; family-very important, cultivating the next
generation (p8)
commit to an org: she see "the power and dynamism of
movement but you can't just determine we'll have a movement.
Movements arise for changes of circumstances; create
organizations that can help people come together (p8)
organizations help provide a voice, build leadership, be
stronger than we are on our won; build coalitions (p9)
did the factors change? Yes: because of kids and grandkids;
have a personal and direct sense of this really is about a
future…" "We have another opening now [because of Obama's
election]" (p10)

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future
activists

Survey Answers: Critical: family history, support from friends,
personal identity, creating a just future, experiencing success,
support from a peer network, personal need for meaning,
commitment to an org, Other: seeing people, self, society change,
historic opening for change now Very Important: familial
expectations, long view of history, supportive partner/spouse
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"Fannie Lou"
Q.17

family history: morticians - gain eco
freedom and have influence and
standing in the community - 4
generations -great grandfather was
threatened, learned courage, a legacy
of family (p5)

During the 60's and 70's if you were
raised in a Black church you were
involved. You didn't just go to church,
but you also fought for rights in the
name of justice and freedom." (p6)
avoid burnout - decided to purge any
civic volunteer involvement that did
not bring me joy. That did not feed
passions; decline leadership positions
so I could focus on school (p5)
avoid burnout: pace self, protect your
time; pursue balanced engagement;
"That's a combination of intellectual,
physical, spiritual." (p5)
family history - personal ID- spiritual
belief- religious upbringing- having a
long view

Overcome
Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

of police at
protests; folly
of youth got
her through;
every body
else was
doing it
[numbers are
important]
(p7.8)

No hardship; maybe my work
wasn't sacrificial enough; I think
everything has always been done
in a fairly protected way; mother
never put us in harms way when
we would picketing and protesting
(p8)

mother was pretty fearless
and persistent(p9)

its always about something
bigger than yourself (p9)

Share with
current/future
activists
choose the vehicle
through which you
advocate for your
cause carefully;
affiliate with credible
activists - that are
very strategic in what
they do and how they
do it; [how to discern
credibility?] - listen,
read, ask questions.
"a modest voice isn't
necessarily going to
bring about change"
(p10)

Survey Answers: Critical: family history, personal spiritual belief,
religious upbringing, long view of history Very Important: familial
expectations, personal identity, create a just future, personal need for
meaning in life, commitment to an organization
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"Fannie Lou" (continued)
Q.17

fathers family - physiciansmarginalized in the medical world;
"you don't just go through life taking;
you go through life giving" (p 5/6)
long view of history- two points to
history family history and lore
becomes part of your identity, of my
identity; history of this country (p6)
family expectations; mother
volunteers and making a commitment
to a cause; father-value of education
as a way out- and by doing what you
can to help others up (p7)
commitment to an org: it provides an
anchor for the work, and some
direction as an outlet (p7)
keeping a long view instills some
patience in me- how far we have
come, how much further we have to
go. I can be patient in knowing that
change does come eventually (p7)
anything else? Importance of life
partners; supporting depending being
involved with them; my husband
never go in my way (p10)

Overcome
Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

Share with
current/future
activists
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"Jan"
Q.17

Overcome Fear

Overcome Hardship

Lessons Learned

avoid burnout - melatonin to sleep;
yoga to burn energy and strength;
family; time at the ocean

her faith; prayer;
pulling out of looking
at the symptoms; trying
to look at the whole
picture ((p12)

recognize the signs of danger
earlier so one can avoid the
situations - [her greatest
hardship is overcoming the
internalizing of exclusion and
oppression] (P12)

influenced by women's
lives she has studied [2
Quaker women] acquired a
compassionate heart from
her mother and how not to
be passive about life ((p?)

personal spiritual

yoga; friend; holding
out a vision; breathing
(p13)

long view of history
a future for your children
commit to an org (not an org per se
but to improving the organizational
structure of society (p8)

long view; take a systems
perspective to get a God's eye
view(P9)
pull out of the myopic to look at the overall direction and then
coming back into it and looking at the part that we play (p10)
long view- important to know where we have been, where we
are now and where we hope to be; without this we loose a
connection to place (p10)
service to humanity - without conditions (p11)
the next stage of growth for human kind is our spirituality
(p12)

Share with
current/future activists
it all matters; women can
do it all; be as present as
you can; be present and
grateful for what comes at
us at the moment
It all doesn't have to
happen now, in this
moment, but will happen
over time; see how they
are all part of a greater
whole (p18)

Survey Answers: Critical: personal spiritual belief, long view of history,
personal identity, creating a just future, commitment to an organizations,
other: humanities next stage in evolution is towards cooperation and
compassion Very important: supportive partner/spouse, personal need
for meaning
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